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ASSESSING THE PERFORMING ARTS EXPERIENCE
Abstract
Past studies examined the role of performing arts within a STEM-based curriculum, but there has
been little research to date on how to fully integrate the two into one unified program at the
higher education level. A qualitative study was conducted utilizing a phenomenological approach
vis-à-vis four focus groups with students engaged in the Performing Arts Scholarship Program at
Rochester Institute of Technology in Rochester, NY. The commitment-trust theory of
relationship marketing as well as self-efficacy theory were considered to ground the theoretical
framework surrounding the success of the program and the experiences of a sample of 951
Performing Arts Scholars. Entering its fourth year of existence in fall 2022, the RIT Performing
Arts Scholarship Program continues to evolve. Very little data has been collected as of the time
of this study on the success of this program or the shared experiences of the students
participating in performing arts at RIT. The results of this study confirmed that students are
seeking to further blur the boundaries between the STEM and liberal arts degrees they are
pursuing and their talents and passions in the performing arts. The researcher also uncovered
how this program can be strengthened through the first-hand stories of participants involved in
the music, theatre, dance, and technical production opportunities at RIT. Using those findings,
recommendations are presented for other institutions seeking implement a similar model for
STEAM education all while resolving certain tensions between STEM and STEAM to
potentially come closer to finding a solid balance between the two.
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Introduction
Research Problem
The intersection of performing arts and STEM fields (science, technology, engineering,
and math) in higher education is a relatively new and developing concept. As such, minimal
research has been conducted which attempts to illuminate how a university might organize a
curricular structure for the successful implementation of a framework to properly integrate the
two. This lack of research indicates universities are still working to determine the best way to
fold arts into STEM, known as STEAM. This is not to say progress has not been made; tensions
between STEM and STEAM have been pinpointed in recent years (Mejias et al., 2019).
Resolving these tensions should help institutions remain flexible and establish a model that
works best for students, faculty, staff, administrators, and their strategic goals.
Several universities, including Rochester Institute of Technology (RIT) in Rochester,
NY, presently seek to gain a better understanding of how to successfully implement a STEAM
based curriculum, by way of its Performing Arts Scholarship Program (PASP). Georgia Tech’s
Tech@Arts program and Rensselaer Technical Institute’s Curatorial Program are two similar
examples (https://arts.gatech.edu; https://empac.rpi.edu/program/curatorial). To find a reasonable
balance between those current models and the stresses of a newly developing concept and
program, further research is required which focuses on the opportunities and benefits for students
these programs serve. Existing literature repeatedly shows engagement in the performing arts
strengthens and enhances skills such as creativity, flexibility, collaboration, understanding,
among many other positive traits and abilities (Dell’Erba, 2019). The question becomes how RIT
and other comparable universities can best ensure the development of those skills remains at the
forefront of its planning and mission and continue to deliver on promises made to students.
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Review of Past Studies and Deficiencies
Current research and literature surrounding the intersection of arts and STEM is plentiful
and includes meaningful findings. Most studies conducted to date have determined arts
contribute measurable benefits to the traditional STEM curriculum and vice versa for STEM and
the arts. Existing research (Dell’Erba, 2019; Ghanbari, 2015; Roncaglia, 2021) posits the skills
garnered through some element of arts (whether it be visual arts or performing arts) promote
forward thinking, collaboration, communication, creativity, and emotional intelligence. Although
these confirmations exist, there is a significant void regarding the ideal implementation of a
combined arts and STEM curriculum on a higher education campus (Ghanbari, 2015, p. 18).
Mostly all existing research surrounding the health (emotional, social, and physical) and
intellectual benefits of arts is either general in scope or focused primarily on K-12 students
and/or older adults; even then, it is usually centered on visual arts (Jacobs, 2019, pp. 177-178).
Existing research is sparse as well for arts serving as an extracurricular complementary offering
on a STEM-based campus (as opposed to a fully integrated STEAM degree offering university).
Past studies on STEM and the arts have used either qualitative (focus group) or quantitative
(survey) based research methods to examine experiences. However, current literature does not
indicate any qualitative or quantitative studies with a dedicated and engaged cohort of
performing arts students within a STEM based institution, such as the Performing Ars
Scholarship Program provides. Following a study which utilized focus groups consisting of
dance students at North Carolina State University, researchers suggested further exploration into
how the arts support STEM curricula and how STEM-focused universities are devising new and
interesting ways to integrate arts for students’ benefits (Payton, White, & Mullins, 2017, p. 45).
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Drawing on another similarity to North Carolina University, is it important to note that
RIT does not offer a dance major. In fact, RIT does not presently have any performing arts
major, though it does offer music and theatre minors and “immersions” for its undergraduate
students to serve as a complement to STEM degrees (Rochester Institute of Technology, n.d.).
As RIT understands, Payton, White, and Mullins (2017) recognize the increasing demand for
candidates to fill STEM positions in the US workforce, referencing the US Department of
Commerce’s estimation that “STEM jobs will grow 1.7 times faster than non-STEM occupations
in the coming decade. To better meet these workforce demands, the United States will need
approximately 1 million more STEM professionals than the amount projected to graduate by
2018” (p. 39). Peyton et al. (2017) also make the point that this is such a pressing matter for the
nation, a committee for arts and humanities was formed during the Obama administration (p. 42).
A main pillar of that group, Arts and HumaniTies, is to further the integration of STEM and arts
(p. 42).
One avenue for supporting students in this regard is through work-study opportunities
such as co-ops and internships. While these types of real-world job opportunities are obviously
beneficial to students in their quest for knowledge and as they transition from student to
employee, there is a dearth of research to show exactly how to structure partnerships between
institutions and workplaces (Daniel & Daniel, 2013, p. 150). Further concerning is that current
literature notes those in positions of leadership as administrators of higher education performing
arts may not have consistently received adequate training (McIvor, 2015, p. 3). It is apparent,
however, that individuals appointed to these roles as arts leaders are vital for the success of their
programs (Engdohl, 2012, p. 25), so having leaders equipped with the necessary knowledge and
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skills will make a difference for faculty, staff, and students to experience full commitment, trust,
and self-efficacy.
Finally, most studies conducted on STEM and the arts to date conclude with a similar
recommendation in that further research is required at the state, local, and university level for
true change to be realized in this area (Dell’Erba, 2019, p. 9). Key tensions exist between STEM
and the arts. For those tensions to be resolved, universities must first come to an understanding
of what exactly STEAM is and can be before it is able to boost efforts at preparing students for
entrance into the highly competitive and fast paced workforce of the 21st century (Mejias et al.,
2019, p. 209).
Significance of the Study
Like many educational institutions around the world, RIT is finding new, unique ways to
stay ahead of the curve. This pertains to both recruitment and retention, as well as equipping its
students with the skillsets required to be successful as they graduate and enter the workforce.
RIT’s President, Dr. David Munson, declared that he intends for RIT to become the leading
university in performing arts for non-majors. He states, “We are seeking the most talented and
creative students who can continue their passions for music, dance, theater, and the arts. RIT is a
place where you can exercise your multiple talents, satisfy your thirst for learning and for doing,
and experiment along the way” (Rochester Institute of Technology, n.d., Message from the
President section).
To reenforce this position, the university established the PASP in 2019. This program
allows students who are earning STEM degrees to continue to pursue their passions and talents
in the performing arts, whether it be dance, music, theatre, or technical production. The benefit
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of this experience is two-fold in that it will enrich students’ time spent on campus, in addition to
providing them with a competitive edge as they graduate and enter the workforce.
When applying to RIT, undergrad students can also apply for the PASP. The process is
relatively straightforward with the only requirement having to complete an informational form
and upload a 90-second video or audio file of them performing an artistic piece. A panel of
faculty from the RIT School and NTID Department of Performing Arts review the submissions
and provide ratings to Enrollment Management based on talent and need (of both the student and
that of RIT). Then, once the scores are tabulated, financial awards are extended to students.
Financial packages range from $500 to $2,500; however, there is discussion if this is enough of a
financial award to retain students for the duration of their time at RIT. Some students report a
$500 stipend is not adequate to fully commit to a chamber group, for example, given the time
and energy required for rehearsals, performances, and other obligations. The requirements for
maintaining the scholarship are relatively loose. The student only needs to participate in one
performing arts activity per year, curricular or non-curricular, whether it is acting in a play or
singing in an a cappella group.
Regardless, the fact that RIT is offering a benefit for participating in performing arts has
proven to be an incredible incentive for these students who are passionate about continuing their
involvement in the arts while earning a STEM degree. The program welcomed first-, second-,
and third-year cohorts totaling 951 students and has added an additional 485 scholars in its fourth
year (RIT Enrollment Management, personal communications, August 2022). While RIT
certainly faces a “good problem to have” scenario with its robust performing arts enrollments,
there is still a problem in that this type of curricular model is new and research on the
intersection of arts and technology at the university level simply does not exist with the detail it
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needs to. RIT is paving the way for a truly unique combination of these two independently strong
fields that can each stand on their own. As such, further research in this area is required for the
program to be successful in terms of recruitment and retention.
As is highlighted further in the literature review of this study, research on arts in
combination with STEM at a university level is scarce. Peyton et al. (2017) note “Given the lack
of studies in the STEAM and higher education domain, there is an opportunity to generate new
data that may inform future research” (p. 48). Therefore, the significance of this study is for the
resulting research to alleviate some of the tensions between arts and STEM and contribute to the
existing knowledge of how to effectively organize, operate, and assess the experiences of
performing arts students enrolled at RIT and other STEM-based institutes.
Purpose of Study
The purpose of this study is to explore challenges, stresses, and demands of the
Performing Arts Scholarship Program at Rochester Institute of Technology and to gain an
understanding of how the program might be successfully integrated within the larger STEMbased curriculum of RIT to provide a positive experience for students. While performing arts at
RIT is much more extensive and far reaching than just the PASP, this research only assesses the
experiences of students who are active scholars.
To accomplish this, the project was structured as a qualitative study using a
phenomenological approach by way of four focus groups consisting of a cross-section of
Performing Arts Scholars from all three years. “From the phenomenological perspective, the
normal, routing facets of the everyday world around us are not trivial or inconsequential”
(Denscombe, 2017, p. 138). This is pertinent as the PASP is still quite new (third year at the time
of this study), so capturing and understanding the daily lived experiences of these students will
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prove vital for long term success of the program. Furthermore, as Denscombe highlights, the
researcher’s role in this setting is “not to interpret the experiences of those concerned, not to
analyze them or repackage them in some form. The task is to present the experiences in a way
that is faithful to the original” (p. 139). As the program is still in development, no formal
interviews, listening sessions, or focus groups have previously occurred with these students; only
informal surveys have been conducted. Focus groups centered in a phenomenological approach
will provide a foundation of first-hand information for the program to gain a clearer sense of
what it is doing well through the eyes of the students and identify gaps and weaknesses for
improvement.
Two additional benefits were gained through structuring this study as a qualitative
phenomenological research project. First, and as Creswell and Creswell (2018) note, the focus
group format provided the researcher with an opportunity for an emergent design (p. 182). This
allowed the research to adopt a flexible approach with the natural progression of both the
development of the focus groups as well as the data extracted from the sessions. In addition, a
qualitative study provides room for an all-inclusive account of the entire situation. In this sense,
“researchers try to develop a complex picture of the problem or issue under study. This involves
reporting multiple perspectives, identifying the many factors involved in a situation, and
generally sketching the larger picture that emerges” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 182). With
the diverse range of disciplines and interests, the 951 students involved through the first three
years, and multiple forces such as enrollment, resource, and curricular all equally driving the
program, gathering multiple perspectives to paint a broad landscape of the student experience is
paramount.
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Research Questions
As per Creswell and Creswell (2018), “In a qualitative study, inquirers state research
questions, not objectives (i.e. specific goals for the researcher)” (p. 133). Researchers should
“Ask one or two central research questions” (p. 113) with the goal of casting as far of a net as
possible and encourage “an exploration of the central phenomenon or concept in a study” (p.
133). The following questions were structured with the intention of exploring the relationship
between the development of a committed and trusting performing arts ecosystem and
community, the self-efficacy theory and corresponding levels of student retention, and RIT’s
investment in the PASP.
Qualitative Question 1: What role does performing arts serve in students’ academic and
personal lives at RIT, a STEM-based university in Rochester, NY?
Qualitative Question 2: How might RIT learn from the shared experiences of Performing Arts
Scholars to improve and strengthen the program for future cohorts?
Subquestion 1: Using the findings from questions 1 and 2, how can RIT serve as a model for
other institutions seeking to further integrate arts into STEM curriculum?
Theoretical Perspective
For the purposes of this phenomenological study, the research is grounded with
theoretical perspectives supporting qualitative data collection and analysis. The theories
pinpointed also encourage the establishment of empathetic and responsive approaches toward all
students involved in performing arts at RIT. Two theories directly connected to and bolster the
integration of performing arts and STEM are the self-efficacy theory and the commitment-trust
theory of relationship marketing. Self-efficacy theory is one frequently found in research
surrounding performing arts, but based on a review of the literature, does not seem to have been
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researched together with the commitment-trust theory under one study. It is also an interesting
comparison between the two as self-efficacy is a theoretical perspective supporting the front-end
experience of performing arts curriculum and commitment-trust is a theory which grounds the
connection between the back-end operations and the front-end. Furthermore, it makes sense the
two are linked together on some level as one needs to build the levels of trust and commitment
required to experience true self-efficacy.
Self-efficacy, while not precisely focused on the field of performing arts, is centered
around the concept that a human being’s level of personal confidence is a direct result of that
person’s achievement of certain accomplishments and positive reinforcements (Manorothkul,
2021, pp. 1-2). The higher the amount of achievement and number of singular accomplishments,
the higher the level of self-efficacy. The fewer the number of achievements and
accomplishments, the lower the amount of confidence and therefore, level of self-efficacy (pp. 12). As such, it is logical a person gravitates towards an activity, environment, and community of
peers in which they experience high amounts of achievement and accomplishment such as a
vibrant and rewarding community of performing artists (Dell’Erba, 2019, p. 2). The basis of the
theory, as posited by psychologist Albert Bandura, and one of the core reasons why it is
applicable in this situation with such a new and evolving initiative, is that self-efficacy is not a
constant, steady feeling, state, or belief. It can change over time based on the positive and
negative experiences of a person (St. Jean, 2017, p. 12).
It should also be mentioned that students’ experiences in the university setting regarding
participating in performing arts have a significant impact on decisions they make when
transitioning from college to the professional workforce. If a student has a positive and
rewarding experience in performing arts during college years, resulting in higher self-efficacy,
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they are more likely to have higher confidence in subsequently following a career path in the
performing arts or one with elements of arts (St. Jean, 2017, p. 12). Alternatively, if a student
does not have a successful college experience within performing arts, but one in which their
expectations are constantly not met, then this will result in lower confidence in deciding that
performing arts is the best path forward. This makes it even more important for the institute to
ensure students feel supported from the moment they receive their acceptance through the day
they walk at commencement.
For RIT Performing Arts to forge a community that will allow students to experience
high levels of self-efficacy, the program must ensure its operational structures can support such a
large and demanding initiative on a consistent basis. The commitment-trust theory of relationship
marketing provides insight and guidance for the department as to how this can be achieved. As
Robert M. Morgan and Shelby D. Hunt (1994) explored in their research, commitment and trust
towards a brand built through relationship marketing is a longer and gradual process. It is
established through repeat exchanges which increase a customer’s positive impression of an
organization, as opposed to a singular transactional basis which has a more definitive beginning
and end (p. 20).
To build long-term success, through recruitment and retention, RIT needs to take a
holistic perspective and provide scholars with transparent access to the inner workings of the
program. This will increase loyalty and allow faculty and staff to build strong, personal, and
long-lasting relationships with these students. Having this perspective will also provide a unique
learning experience as they continue to hone skillsets for their futures. Customers view a
performing arts experience as one including the performance itself as well as the pre- and postperformance activities. In addition, the attendees’ exposure to the behind-the-scenes activity, as
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well as to front-of-house provides the sense of an inside glimpse to make them feel a part of the
show (Hume et al., 2006). RIT Performing Arts must take a similar stance with its learning
model for it to create a community filled with the needed commitment and trust.
Much exploration is still left to be done regarding both theories, their connection to each
other, and implementation in combination with a performing arts program such as RIT’s
(Manorothkul, 2021, iii). This study provides an opportunity to further these theories in tandem.
However, with such a small amount of literature directly focused on the integration of arts and
STEM, gaps (as well as strengths) first need to be identified to pinpoint exactly where this study
fits within the existing body of work.
Literature Review
The literature has been collected through the lens of a pragmatic worldview to ensure the
most comprehensive perspective when analyzing past research. This is especially important in
performing arts and when investigating how to properly integrate an existing robust field
(performing arts) into another equally strong field of STEM. While much research exists
surrounding the integration of arts into a STEM-based curriculum, it is specific to the K-12 level,
and very little has been pursued on how to successfully implement a STEAM program on a
higher education campus (Ghanbari, 2015; Jacobs, 2019; Payton, White, & Mullins, 2017).
RIT’s experience in the formation of its PASP serves as an attestation of this as there was no
prior model to base its structure on and even now, after four years of robust enrollment, it still
appears to be one of, if not the only, fully dedicated performing arts programs within a STEMbased university. This is further complicated as performing arts on the RIT campus has been in
existence for many years. The RIT Philharmonic Orchestra was established in 1982 for example,
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yet very few people off campus (or on campus) are aware of the Institute’s abundant performing
arts offerings, even excluding the scholarship program (Rochester Institute of Technology, n.d.).
STEM and the arts (STEAM)
STEAM is a relatively new term having been first used in 2006 by Georgette Yakman, a
teacher and past president of the Virginia Technology Education Association (Nanni-Messegee
& Burns Murphy, 2013, p. 39). Through existing literature, it is revealed that STEAM is not as
straightforward as simply science, technology, engineering, arts, and math, but rather
multilayered and more intertwined. STEAM is defined by Yakman as “Science and Technology
interpreted through Engineering and the Arts, all based in the Mathematical elements” (Yakman,
n.d.).
As with any independent discipline equally as strong, tensions are bound to arise when
attempting to integrate one into the other to create and implement something entirely new. In
fact, many performing artists still think of STEAM and STEM as two very different things, but
discussions have occurred surrounding the possibility of STEM being altogether replaced by
STEAM education. Others feel the arts should merely be added to the STEM fields as a
complement to enrich the possibilities for educating students (Dell’Erba, 2019, p. 2), and
integrating the arts fully into STEM would only be as a result to capitalize on the financial and
budget allocations STEM receives (Mejias et al., 2019, p. 211). This is in contrast to the
budgetary cuts and restrictions encountered in the arts. Some feel as though trying to combine
the two will cause more confusion over which field (arts or STEM) leads the educational process
based on funding and priority, rather than making them equal partners across the board (p. 210).
In her study of two universities attempting to integrate arts into STEM, Sheena Ghanbari (2015)
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found “there is some criticism of STEAM as simply a means of piggybacking on well-funded
STEM initiatives” (p. 4).
The next step is to determine how to effectively and seamlessly integrate the two to
reduce tensions in a way that can hopefully provide a model for future programs to do the same.
One model put forth as depicted in Figure 1 below is the “Instrumental and pedagogical rhetorics
of STEAM” (Mejias et al., 2019). In this model, it is recognized that tensions between STEM
and STEAM may never be completely resolved, but rather managed. The instrumental (artistic)
and pedagogical perspectives are situated along an X and Y axis, respectively, and intersect in
the middle. The intention of this model is for an institute to find a balance between these
sometimes conflicting and competing priorities and approaches, based on the environment in
which it is being implemented (p. 216).
Under this scenario, the amount and method of performance and pedagogical approaches
to STEAM education are a give and take and phased approach, rather than integrated in a full
one fell swoop manner (thus aiming to reduce possible tensions a performing arts department
might encounter). This tension, as explored by Mejas et al. (2019), is one of the primary tensions
RIT is experiencing. There is discussion amongst the performing arts faculty about which
direction to take: the one in which RIT serves simply as a mechanism for students to meet
informally to practice and perform together or another in which it becomes an academically rigid
educational environment. Presently, RIT is attempting to adopt a version of this approach and
exploring a way to relieve the tension by balancing STEM and the arts as a subservice within the
overall curriculum achieved by building a sense of community and collaboration.
While RIT does not yet have a performing arts major, the program still places great value
on the importance of studying traditional performing arts theory, history, and practice. This
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confirms RIT is on the right track as the research of Mejias et al. (2019) shows that, “STEAM is
uniquely positioned in an integrated way (i.e., as epistemic subcultures intentionally coordinated)
to mutually promote deep learning in the STEM fields and in the arts” (p. 211). The key is
finding the right balance because many, including Mejias et al., have determined that to properly
implement a successful STEAM based program, institutions must understand that neither STEM
nor arts take precedence in this type of environment. They can coexist and work together to bring
a student’s education and experience to a higher level (p. 226).
In fact, when studying the dance programs at North Carolina State University via focus
groups, Payton et al. (2017) discovered what students find most attractive and important about
the performing arts nestled within their higher education experience is that one does not serve the
other (p. 43). Instead, when higher education programs are set up in a manner that lends itself to
flexibility based on students’ academic and personal demands, as opposed to competing and
conflicting, it enhances both arts and STEM in a mutually beneficial manner (p. 43). This
subsequently increases students’ self-efficacy through additional participation (p. 43).

FIGURE 1 Instrumental and Pedagogical Rhetorics of STEAM. Adapted from “The trouble
with STEAM and why we use it anyway” by Mejias et al., 2019, Science Education, p. 218.
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What is driving this? A shift in the market.
RIT recognizes a major shift happening in both the performing arts industry and STEM
related fields. Traditional jobs once plentiful are few and far between and much more
competitive to obtain. With the implementation of the PASP, RIT now offers an added initiative
and area of focus to attract students to its already incredibly strong STEM curriculum. Dewey
(2014) recognizes that “Despite the demands created by these systemic changes, however, arts
administration education focuses on (1) the domestic environment, (2) the fine arts sector, (3)
organizational administration, and (4) outdated arts funding models” (p. 15). RIT realizes the
same and continues to adjust its curriculum to match the current cultural and economic
environment. Dewey discusses this “shift in the arts system [that] is taking place as boundaries
blur among the fine, commercial, applied, unincorporate and heritage arts; the sector’s scope is
broadening from a concert with fine arts to more inclusive interest in culture…” (p. 15). This
speaks directly to the demand for a new trajectory for performing arts students, which is where
the elements introduced by a STEM focus come into play. She also notes recent trends and
developments with curricular programs may be representative of administrative leadership in
higher education performing arts finally coming around to a newly established idea of what arts
education can be to better support students’ goals and demands (p. 14). The argument is made
that it is more than just traditional fine arts and arts administration to be studied. It should be
considered a spectrum on which a combination of various fields can be pursued including
nonprofit arts, commercial music, amateur arts, and other interesting pairings (p. 14). This is
reflected in the offerings RIT has recently introduced with its creation of a student run and
managed record label, Tiger Records, as well as its exploration of a degree program in
entertainment entrepreneurship with Saunders College of Business.
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RIT will likely never become a music conservatory such as Eastman School of Music,
Juilliard, or the like, however that is not what RIT wants or needs to become. Faculty in the
program have indicated that students participating in the performing arts at RIT are talented
enough to perform in world-class orchestras and sing onstage at the Metropolitan Opera. Those
opportunities are few and far between though, and it will require students to meet the demands of
a highly competitive workforce with a unique skillset to stay ahead of the curve. Through her
research and review of the literature, Guedye B. St. Jean (2017) found too that despite the
diverse knowledge and talents of those graduating from a performing arts program have at the
end of their degree, these students are still fighting an uphill climb due to two main factors. The
first is the students’ ability to shift from schoolwork to real-world work (p. 1). Furthermore, the
availability of positions in performing arts organizations around the world has significantly
decreased over the years and continues to do so for a variety of reasons including a shifting
demographic and lack of resources (p. 1).
It is not just within the classroom where students are expected to be well rounded and
thoughtful. It extends into their communities; both on campus, in the workplace, and in their
geographical location. Performing arts is a unique field in that it is not secluded to one siloed
industry sector, it is a field impacting and engaging with so many facets of everyday life and
continues to push boundaries with regards to technology, technique, and social justice issues. As
such, performing arts students must learn to be active and invested in their professional circles
and local communities to help pave the way for future development and success for those who
follow in their footsteps, and to help increase advocacy for performing arts in their own public
schools and social circles (Jacobs, 2019, p. 181).
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This becomes complicated to learn, especially on a highly siloed campus such as RIT
where there are nine different colleges each pursuing their own agendas; however, those within
the PASP recognize the need for these skills to be honed (in addition to those taught in a
classroom). The program is encouraging and empowering students to walk across campus to
collaborate as well as reach into the community to build relationships with local arts
organizations and schools. To help foster this outreach, the most important expectation of a
Performing Arts Scholar is to remain active and engaged in the performing arts community on
campus. This involves attending everything from pizza socials, fellow student performances, as
well as a peer mentorship program currently in development. Just as arts and STEM become
intertwined into STEAM, so too are the aspects of community-based organization, impact and
growth of long-term skillsets and preparation for the workforce.
This new shift in the marketplace also has direct implications for RIT’s recruitment and
retention efforts. In fact, the PASP has become one of the largest driving forces behind its
recruitment efforts in the last three years. In fall 2021, RIT welcomed its largest incoming
freshman class in history (Spectrum News, 2021) and one of the reasons behind this is due to the
institute finding new and creative ways to tap into the needs and interests of those who are
applying for acceptance. Initiatives such as the PASP are being implemented by RIT’s leadership
to evolve and adapt with the current and future shifts in STEM-based organizations. University
Business recently recognized “A key embrace [for RIT] has been the launch of several ‘new
economy’ majors – emerging fields for the current and next generation of students that give
them the skills necessary to slide into unfilled jobs being posted by forward-thinking
employers” (Burt, 2021, para.4). RIT is capitalizing on the fact that students are seeking a
university offering them not just core competencies by way of their specialized degree programs,
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but a full 360-degree experience complete with everything that will make them a well-rounded
individual and employee.
Staff, Faculty, Leadership and Facilities
One area of significant weakness and stress recognized by all within the School of
Performing Arts at RIT is that of adequate staffing, faculty, and facilities. RIT is in the process of
designing and constructing two new performing arts complexes on campus, with a third phase
being explored following that. While these additional facilities are certainly required on a
campus of its size, and with such a rapidly expanding performing arts program, the Institute must
ensure the actual spaces in these buildings will directly address the programmatic needs of the
department. For example, in the performing arts center currently being designed, there are no
plans for offices, classrooms, or rehearsal/practice spaces. At the same time, however, these new
facilities will be centerpieces for visitors to campus. The question remains though, what purpose
do these spaces serve if they do not accommodate the demands of the current programs? The
other issue the Institute currently faces is the lack of existing space on campus and how it will
bridge the gap between fall 2022, when the scholarship program has grown to 1,356 students,
and spring 2024 when the first new facilities are fully online.
The “behind the scenes” working areas will be vital especially as RIT strives to push a
program based on an experiential learning model to create the next generation of “thinkers,
makers, and doers” (Rochester Institute of Technology, n.d.). Lori A. Cobo (2020) shares that
“Many [arts centers] have multiple venues, rehearsal halls, classroom space, practice rooms,
meeting rooms, and scene shops, depending on the needs of their home institutions” (p. 1). She
goes on to note that these centers “now find themselves in need of additional spaces that would
benefit both the institution and the community in numerous ways” (p. 1). Concerns such as these
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are reinforced by Mary Dell’Erba’s (2019) research which indicated that these types of
constraints on time, access to proper facilities, availability of facilities and resources in addition
to class schedules that conflict with core degree requirements can pose as a major roadblock for
students (p. 7). It can be reasoned that these roadblocks will then escalate to become detractors
and subsequently disappointments which may then contribute to a reduction in self-efficacy of
the student.
It is well known that these types of world-class state of the art performing arts centers
serve as a major attraction and focal point for higher education institutes. They also provide the
institute with another avenue to build relationships with off-campus community partners where
they are located. On many college campuses, there are not very many ways or reasons to gain
access to the college campus unless there is a specific purpose for visiting. Performing arts
events are one such reason and provide an institution with a way to showcase campus
happenings (Cobo, 2021, p 1). As noted, in addition to the campus community, these facilities
will greatly benefit the relationship that RIT is striving to build with the Finger Lakes Region.
Inviting local ensembles and guest artists to campus for workshops, master classes, and other
enrichment activities in lieu of constantly transporting students away from campus which will
alleviate a stress on budget and staffing. The idea here is to bring the arts to campus and will
assist in making RIT the epicenter for arts and technology in the region and perhaps beyond.
Further, and as Cobo (2021) points out, these spaces will certainly aid the institute in recruitment
efforts as prospective students and their families visit campus and tour the state-of-the-art
facilities on campus (p. 1).
In addition to the actual structures which students need to hone their craft, proper staffing
and faculty are required to meet students’ expectations. When it comes to staffing, Jacobs (2019)
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recognizes “the voices of performing arts faculty, staff, and administrators speaking about their
experiences as educators in postsecondary institutions need to be heard” (p. 178). Much like the
sparse facilities on campus, there is an overarching question regarding faculty and staff and who
will be available for students’ learning and success to ensure the scholarship program is
delivering on promises made to these students. Staff support both faculty and students, so all
aspects of the program run smoothly, and the demands of program operations are met. Faculty
help students achieve their full potential and prepare them to become active, engaged, and
collaborative workers with both other faculty and their fellow students (Engdahl, 2019, p. 46).
Very little research exists too on the requirements for administrators in performing arts
institutions (McIvor, 2015, p. 3). McIvor (2015) points out that “Department chairs or school
directors, as the bridge between administration and faculty, and closely associated with the
teaching and learning at the heart of the institution, hold very important roles in the departments
or schools they oversee” (p. 1). Administrators in these roles must be equipped with a few key
skills, namely budgetary oversight, organizational behavior and leadership, management, and
communication, for them to experience success (p. 42). At the time of this study, the Department
of Performing Arts within the College of Liberal Arts was led by a department chair (also a
tenured professor), an operations manager who is the sole full-time staff member, plus five
additional tenure/tenure-track faculty members. The department (now school) has been heavily
weighed towards adjunct faculty (15 total as of fall 2022) who teach Applied Music lessons and
conduct music ensembles (one tenure track faculty member conducts an ensemble, the RIT
Philharmonic Orchestra). Many have pointed to this unbalanced ratio as a reason for
complications when it comes to long term strategic planning. As McIvor recommends though,
additional training and education for all faculty and staff in these administrative and managerial
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areas would be beneficial (McIvor, 2021, p. 42) as the department continues to improve its
processes and procedures that support its students as well as adhere to the Institute’s protocols.
The lack of properly trained leaders in performing arts administration positions can also
be linked back to the original tensions examined between arts and STEAM. Some research
identified that those with performing arts backgrounds may be overlooked for potential
leadership positions in higher education simply because they come from an arts background
(Jacobs, 2019, p. 5). The perception of arts and leadership as not being able to coexist to make up
an effective leader in performing arts higher education obviously needs to change. Lack of
proper leadership is also bound to create further tension and friction when attempting to
implement arts elements into a strong STEM community.
The misconception that those in performing arts cannot serve as effective leaders most
likely has evolved from the scarcity of data and research in existence on this topic. This can be
greatly benefitted by gathering additional data on the leadership skills strengthened by
performing arts activities (Jacobs, 2019, p. 5). That is not to say that current leaders in
performing arts would not benefit from additional training in strategic planning, arts
management, service management, and other graduate level business specialties such as
marketing and communication. One explanation though is that these skillsets may simply have
not been taught within performing arts degree programs when these individuals first received
their education (Hume, 2003, p. 319). However, this can also be supported by project-based
learning, which RIT has identified as a possible path forward.
A New Model: Project Based Learning
RIT, like many STEM-based institutions, is known for being a hands-on university, so it
makes sense that the path forward for the scholarship program is one in which experiential

ASSESSING THE PERFORMING ARTS EXPERIENCE

22

learning is at its core (Rochester Institute of Technology, n.d.). Project-based learning (PBL),
another term for experiential learning, is described by Gary Ubben (2021) as “an instructional
strategy in which project work is central—not peripheral!— to the learning process” (p. 70). PBL
is a way to “nudge students into roles in which they assume much responsibility and control over
their own learning” (p. 70). It provides students with a hands-on approach to their learning and
encourages them to tackle projects and problems they might encounter in the real-world upon
graduation from college. Further to this, it puts the student in the driver’s seat of the project
being pursued, rather than the other way around with the instructor leading the way. The
instructor, under this scenario, is more of an advisor who encourages the student along his or her
path to fulfillment of the objective, and provides interspersed guidance and lessons based on
theory and best practice (p. 70). Ubben finds that “PBLs often are highly motivating to
students—especially when students have an authentic problem to solve and the opportunity to
work cooperatively with other children. It is learning by doing” (p. 70).
The challenges students encounter in real-world work scenarios are so often not ones they
can be completely prepared for when receiving traditional classroom lecture instruction. There
are frequently slight nuances and complications that arise in the workplace which, no matter how
much formal education a student receives, they will never be completely prepared to address.
Most of these problems, especially those encountered in a field such as performing arts, are ones
that are on the fly and in the moment issues that pop up minutes prior to the house doors opening
and curtain rising on the stage. Ubben confirms “These tasks are often messy and ambiguous—
just like many problems in the real world!” (Ubben, 2021, p. 71). To aid in the PBL model of
instruction, as part of the new facilities being built on campus, RIT is creating “maker spaces” as
well as creative performance spaces for students to engage in these methodologies. Ubben
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highlights the importance of this by stating “Some schools are creating shared maker spaces
providing students with the infrastructure required for the creation of professional-level
solutions, software applications, models, and products” (p. 74).
The centerpiece of the structure currently being built on RIT’s campus recently named
the SHED (Student Hall for Exploration and Development) is home to a “glass box” theater. This
theater will have flexible seating configurations for a capacity of 180 and allow for students and
faculty to present new and highly technical theatrical and musical works. The space features
several levels with retractable seating to allow for multiple perspectives and stage setups.
Furthermore, as the name suggests, unlike traditional black box theatres, the space is glass on all
sides so those walking by on a daily basis can witness the activity and co-creation happening
inside of the space. When performance time comes, the glass walls will be equipped with
blackout shades to filter out any light from the outside (Rochester Institute of Technology, 2021).
Spaces such as this will provide students with the opportunity to solve artistic problems
in a creative, innovative, and collaborative manner. This will further enhance their education by
teaching the necessary skills employers are seeking in job candidates, most importantly how to
absorb, consider, react, and solve a problem in a thoughtful and expeditious manner. In addition,
in the performing arts industry, challenges unexpectedly arise and there is often a short span of
time and multiple iterations required to fully understand what works and what does not, based on
the situation. This stems from another concept at the core of experiential/project-based learning
which is that there may be multiple solutions for a problem or challenge (Ghanbari, 2015, p. 3).
Students are taught to approach a situation with a universal perspective and consider all elements
before making a decision, and even then, it might not be the one precise path forward (p. 3).
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To solidify these concepts further, RIT PASP is implementing an internship program in
partnership with local and regional arts organizations for students. This will help address another
tension examined which is the transition from education setting to a workplace setting for the
students. In their research, Daniel and Daniel (2013) found “there are ongoing issues around the
transition to work and employment prospects for graduates in these disciplines.” (p. 140). What
shape this takes and how each organization benefits and contributes to the partnership remains to
be seen. There is obviously great value in an internship program both for providing another layer
to the experiential learning opportunity for students as well as to help build strong relationships
with organizations in a community. At the same time, however, further research needs to be
conducted to help determine the exact value and what each organization is responsible for in
terms of compensation, oversight, and management of the students and program, and educational
responsibilities (p. 150).
One of the project-based learning skills that must be implemented into this type of
curriculum is improvisation, as Bree Hadley (2015) argues. While Hadley recognizes that
improvision is commonly known as doing something impromptu and in response to a cue
received in the moment, it is in fact a concept that can and should be taught and prepared for as
there are certain procedures, theoretical concepts, and knowledge that support improv and can
make someone better at it (p. 2). These skills can be honed by exercises conducted in the
classroom or project-based setting and it will provide students with the ability to learn improv for
both the stage/performance environment as well as in the professional operational side of
performing arts. Improv, Hadley points out, will enhance a student’s ability to respond to new
and unexpected challenge in a calm, collected and articulate manner with a mindset of
confidence and poise while at the same time being creative and having fun (p. 2).
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While it is obvious more research is required to determine a way to coalesce all these
ideas and initiatives, one thing is for certain; the global workplace is shifting and the performing
arts industry especially so. If students have any chance of keeping up with this ever-changing
fast paced environment, they will need the skills learned through STEAM-based curriculum,
enhanced by courses in improvisation and other project-based learning opportunities.
A Collaborative Community
Bringing all these elements together to form a cohesive and engaged community is the
ultimate goal of the RIT PASP. Without this positive culture and environment, the chances of
long-term success and fulfillment will not be realized. When describing the importance of
building an invested and engaged community in the performing arts sector, Hume (2003) points
out that “focusing the design and delivery of this service from a paradigm of culture-based
exclusively is an approach that must be transformed to ensure future survival” (p. 319). This
community and culture-based environment provides students something to believe in both during
their time at RIT and following their graduation when they transition to alumni. The performing
arts offers an avenue for students to fulfill their full sense of self and learn what it means to
continually grow and improve both as an individual and as a member of a community
(Roncaglia, 2021, p. 6). It equips students with the necessary tools to pursue their lives with a
consideration of how they can better themselves for their own growth and success, but also for
their families, workplaces, and locations where they live. Furthermore, engaging in the
performing arts is at its very core a naturalistic tendency (Roncaglia, 2021).
Providing these students with an opportunity that gets at who they are as human beings will
improve how they interact and exist on campus and in the community daily (Manorothkul, 2021,
p. 4). Advancing the impact of performing arts on a campus such as RIT, one with a very siloed
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structure, will help push boundaries and promote cross campus collaboration. This too will
contribute to the mission of advancing a fully integrated curriculum in which STEAM is
successfully realized through building connections and exploration (Engdahl, 2019, p. 45) and it
will aid in offering these students a college experience that they would not be able to find
anywhere else.
Role of the Researcher
The researcher in this study is heavily involved and invested in the performing arts
ecosystem at Rochester Institute of Technology (RIT). He is also a trained and educated
musician himself, and an active participant in the performing arts community outside of RIT.
The goals of this study are of relevance to and valuable to the researcher both from a
professional and personal perspective. However, the researcher took great steps to limit bias and
influence in skewing the data in one direction or another, particularly in any way that might
impact this study’s participants, his relationship with RIT’s PASP and/or the future of the
program. For example, the researcher did not request additional data from or confer with faculty
or staff involved in the performing arts at RIT/NTID regarding this study, except to secure
necessary approvals to conduct the research. This was to avoid undue influence on the direction
of the study or results. Even still, the researcher was challenged to remain a neutral, unbiased
party especially in the focus group sessions. This is primarily due to his understanding of the
history, status, and plans of the PASP and the performing arts ecosystem at RIT overall. For
example, when a participant shared a perspective or story about their experience, the researcher
found it difficult not to a) enter into a dialogue with them directly, potentially impacting the
mood and cohesion of the focus group, especially being in a position of authority in the
performing arts at RIT and b) correcting something shared in the focus group that may have been
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inaccurate or misinterpreted by a participant. It was imperative for the researcher not to take a
defensive stance when participants expressed apprehension or frustration with a decision
made/implemented that impacts the program. At the same time, the researcher had an interest in
gaining a deeper understanding of how decisions made have impacted the student experience in
an unexpected manner. Taking this back seat and observational role as a questioner and listener
rather than active participant in the study allowed for insightful, open, and honest feedback from
this study’s participants and aided the researcher in learning from students’ experiences and
more deeply exploring the program, as well as contributing to the existing literature and
researcher on STEAM education. The researcher did his best to set participants at ease and
establish rapport, beginning each focus group with a statement regarding the intent of the study,
as well as a goal to consistently uphold confidentiality, as well as relay the voluntary nature of
the study. This appeared to have provided participants with added confidence that they could
share reflections freely and openly about their experiences in the performing arts at RIT.
Methods
This study aimed to examine the experiences of students enrolled in the PASP at RIT
with the goal of gaining a deeper understanding of how RIT can strengthen the PASP and further
enhance the overall relationship between arts and STEM. Several tensions have been identified
by prior research and literature between STEM and arts; the study is also geared towards gaining
a better understanding of those tensions and how they might be resolved through programs such
as the PASP. As such, a phenomenological approach was a logical approach to explore the
perspectives and stories of a subset of Performing Arts Scholars in their first, second, and third
years of the program. A qualitative research study comprised of four focus groups consisting of
between four to nine Performing Arts Scholars was conducted. The focus groups were made up
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of scholars from a mix of the four main disciplines (music, theatre, dance, and technical
production) and selected from all three years of the program’s full cohort of 951 students. Broad
inclusivity in selecting the scholars was deemed important to encourage robust discussion and
ideation from the participants and to examine if one discipline is experiencing something entirely
different from the others (and vice versa). The study’s methods were constructed from the
procedures and recommendations outlined in the literature of both Creswell & Creswell (2018)
and Denscombe (2017), first beginning with a thorough, intensive sampling procedure.
Sampling and inviting
A sample of participants was drawn from the population of students involved in the RIT
PASP. The population of scholars was stratified by the disciplines of music, theatre, dance, and
technical production. Random samples from each of the disciplines were selected using
systematic sampling technique in which every nth numbered scholar on the respective discipline
list was chosen (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 150; Denscombe, 2017, p. 37). The final number
selected was based on a percentage of the number of students in each discipline; between 1% and
12% to eliminate or reduce the chances of random sampling error (Appendix A).
Several key steps were followed to accomplish random sampling conducted by way of
stratified sampling procedure. Lists from each of the four main disciplines were exported from
RIT’s CampusGroups platform and randomized using the Excel random formula. From a
randomized list, every 80th music scholar, 22nd theatre scholar, 8th technical production scholar,
and 9th dance scholar on the respective discipline list was chosen. This was done to ensure a
balanced mix from each discipline, though the researcher’s original intention for having a
precisely equal number of participants from each discipline for each focus group was not
achieved (Appendix B).
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Invitations were then emailed to randomly selected scholars from the researcher’s RIT
email address (Appendix C). An incentive of $5 in Tiger Bucks (RIT campus currency) was
offered (and paid) for the participants’ time and contributions. The researcher was surprised at
the initial low response rate and was not expecting to conduct further samples of Performing Arts
Scholars to gain the needed participation. Four additional rounds of random sampling were
conducted before the researcher secured a suitable and balanced number of scholars to make up
four focus groups at mutually agreeable times (Denscombe, 2017, pp. 205-206). The researcher
was also surprised at the number of follow-ups required to secure confirmation of attendance in
the focus groups. In all, focus group one consisted of 7 scholars, focus group two consisted of 8
scholars, focus group three consisted of 8 scholars, and focus group four consisted of 4 scholars.
Sampling and participation from a balanced mix of the music, theatre, dance, and technical
production disciplines provided insight into each discipline and the extent to which participants
voiced feeling that their coach (as each discipline is assigned a faculty coach) is effectively
mentoring their discipline/the student.
Consent forms as approved by the RIT Human Subjects Research Office (HSRO) were
emailed to confirmed participants upon their acceptance to engage in the study. The consent
form provided to each prospective participant detailed the background of the research purpose,
the reasoning behind why the participants have been invited to take part, information about the
focus group being completely voluntary and that participants can withdraw from the focus group
at any time. The form (Appendix D) also detailed the risks and benefits of the focus group and
overall study, and that there would be video recordings created to accurately capture the
comments of each participant. The form detailed the amount of the incentive for participation in
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the focus groups, clearly stated instructions for participants who have questions, and included a
signatory line for participants to indicate their agreement to participating in the study.
The researcher found it challenging to collect signed consent forms from each participant,
though all except two were secured in advance of the focus group sessions. The two participants
who did not return forms, attended the focus groups, but their contributions were minimal, and
comments were subsequently redacted from the transcripts, analysis, coding, and reporting. The
timing of the focus groups may have proven complicated for participants as the sessions were
scheduled towards the end of the spring semester, which is a known busy and stressful time for
students with end of year performances, commitments, and final exams and projects. In
hindsight, the researcher may have had more initial interest in the study and a faster response rate
in follow-up communication had the sessions been scheduled even slightly earlier in the
semester.
Phrasing and purpose of questions
Given the program is only in its third year of existence (at the time the focus groups were
conducted) posing questions to address both the newness of the program at the same time as
exploring the importance and relevance of STEAM, was an important consideration. The
researcher’s experience with this program from its inception was beneficial in this regard as he
understands both the gaps in knowledge from the Institution’s point of view as well as its goals
since the onset. Furthermore, prior to this study, no formal interviews or discussions have been
conducted with scholars from the program. This is the known first opportunity any students have
been provided to share their perspectives in a non-written form, outside of private or group
instruction. The focus groups presented both an opportunity for the researcher to collect a wide
array of information from the participants, but also a challenge in that the researcher needed to
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be specific enough to collect valuable and meaningful data in the end. Given the amount of time
the researcher set for the focus groups, 45-60 minutes, the researcher had to be both strategic and
thoughtful in the type and sequence of questions; the researcher decided on one introductory
question, one transitional question, three core questions, and one closing question. He also
devised three reserve “ask if there’s time” questions should the focus groups move efficiently
through the questioning sequence. Despite the researcher’s intentional relaxed pace of
questioning and generous allotment of time for all participants to provide answers and reflections
to questions, the researcher had ample time to pose all nine questions in each of the four focus
group sessions (Appendix E).
The researcher considered distributing an additional pre-focus group survey to
participants to gather ancillary information such as their name, year, performing arts discipline,
and major. After the challenges and delays encountered in securing consent forms, the researcher
decided against a request for supporting questionnaire forms to avoid additional delays, and
instead incorporated this basic line of questioning as a means of introduction for group members
in the sessions. It proved to be a valuable ice breaker and allowed the researcher to immediately
begin the main part of the session with more valuable questions.
Scheduling and Execution of Focus Groups
The focus groups were conducted over Zoom on Thursday, March 31, Sunday, April 3,
Tuesday, April 5, and Sunday, April 10, 2022 in the afternoon. Each lasted between 45-60
minutes. The researcher provided several date and time options to the first focus group invitation
respondents through a Doodle poll. The researcher then sent email confirmations listing the date
and time of the focus group session each participant was assigned to, and subsequently followed
up with Zoom meeting details. An email reminder the morning of each session was sent to the
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participants with the Zoom credentials again included. The researcher had initial concerns and
hesitations surrounding the Zoom medium rather than in-person sessions. This was mainly due to
the fear that focus group participants might experience less cohesion, it would take a longer
period to extract valuable data from participants, participants would not engage fully and openly
with each other, and they would not build off each other’s comments and stories. The opposite
ended up happening as an immediate bond between the students in the focus group became
apparent. Participants appeared comfortable “Zooming in” from the comfort of their apartments,
dorm rooms, or even outdoors on park benches. In addition, the comradery and positive dynamic
between participants was clear through comments such as “building on what X said,” (Music
Scholar 2) “going back to X’s point,” (Production Scholar 1) and “I agree with what X and Y
just said” (Theatre Scholar 3) were used frequently throughout each session.
In addition, this COVID-conscious, virtual method of data collection allowed for video
recording and transcription of the sessions ensuring participants’ comments were captured
accurately. The Zoom medium also eliminated the need for masks which may have altered the
recording and the ability to capture individual participants’ comments in the focus group. The
Zoom platform provided the researcher with a generally reliable and accurate audio transcription
through the built-in transcription option in the software. However, to ensure additional accuracy
and validity of data before the analysis phase, the researcher implemented methods outlined by
Densombe (2017) to verify the data. The researcher listened to each of the recordings of session
to validate and make any necessary edits to the Zoom-generated transcriptions prior to data
analysis.
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Risk, confidentiality, and anonymity
There was minimal to no risk to the participants in these focus groups. The methodology
was guided by the phenomenological research design and as such, the study consisted of
listening to the students’ lived experiences in the PASP. The data collected was not sensitive in
nature. Participants were informed that while anonymity is of the utmost importance, and
participants are asked to keep the focus group discussions confidential, total anonymity cannot
be guaranteed. Confidentiality and anonymity have been maintained by the researcher
throughout memoing, coding, analysis, and final reporting of study. The audio/video recording
files created, and consent forms collected will continue to be stored securely (and password
protected) by the researcher. No further use of or access to recordings will be made unless
additional consent is provided by participants. A master key stored separately and securely on a
password protected computer, links the individual participants’ names to the confidential
pseudonym for that participant. Identifying data is entered and stored under unique pseudonyms,
such as “Music Scholar 1”, “Music Scholar 2”, etc. Details about participants including years,
majors, backgrounds, and general interests, with overt identifiers removed, are referenced in the
final project.
All materials provided to participants, including the initial email invitation clearly state
this is a voluntary study, and participants may excuse themselves for any reason at any time.
Consent forms were distributed in advance of the focus group sessions with sufficient time for
participants to review and process the nature of the study and again, see that it is 100%
voluntary. Participants were also provided with detailed information about how they can ask any
questions about the study at any point. The participants were kept anonymous both with each
other in advance of the sessions and following within the actual reporting of the data itself.
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The email (Appendix C) inviting participants to join the focus groups included details
about the nature of the study, how it could benefit participants as performing arts students, and
details on what the focus group commitment entails. This includes the anticipated amount of
participation time expected of the scholars, the desired timeframe for the focus groups, and
information on the $5 Tiger Bucks incentive. The study consisted of one consent form for the
participants to review and electronically sign and submit in advance of logging into the virtual
focus group on Zoom. Providing the consent form in advance relieved the participants from
undue pressure or stress from having to read, understand, and decide about participation on the
day of the session. The consent form included background on the research study, the knowledge
gap it attempts to fill and why, how participation could benefit them as individual students and
future students at RIT and in higher education overall. The students were informed of the overall
purpose and goals of the study, and how while the students’ participation in the study will be
kept confidential and anonymous, the researcher cannot guarantee confidentiality. This was
conveyed in both the consent form as well as the opening welcome message the researcher
delivered at each session (Appendix F).
Data Analysis
Transcriptions as generated by Zoom were downloaded and verified by the researcher,
checking for typographical errors while listening to the audio recordings of the sessions twice.
Names of participants and identifiers were removed from the transcriptions and replaced by
pseudonyms. A master key was created with the names of the participants, their years, majors,
and performing arts disciplines, along with pseudonyms. The master key is stored on the
researcher’s computer and password protected.
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An iterative, hybrid inductive-deductive process was used to code the data. Creswell &
Creswell (2018) share that “Qualitative researchers typically work inductively, building patterns,
categories, and themes from the bottom up by organizing the data into increasingly more abstract
units of information” (p. 181). This allowed the researcher the opportunity to cast as far a net as
possible and ensure valuable information was not omitted from the participants’ stories. In
addition, given the researcher is heavily involved in the performing arts at RIT, naturally has
assumptions and expectations, and there have been no known qualitative studies conducted
surrounding this new program to date, an inductive approach facilitated an inclusive, unbiased,
holistic perspective.
The researcher printed, read, and color-coded the transcriptions twice. This allowed the
researcher to spend time with and process the data through a fresh lens. The printed
transcriptions are stored in the researcher’s locked filing cabinet, along with the researcher’s
handwritten field notes which were typed and now stored on researcher’s computer. During the
second reading of printed transcriptions, the researcher generated and identified broad codes and
themes by making annotations and handwritten markings on the transcriptions, referencing the
field notes as well.
There were 103 codes extracted from the initial inductive coding process (Appendix G)
ranging from one-word codes to phrases and sentences. The information was compiled into a
code book and organized by initial themes, categories, and concepts (Denscombe, 2017, p. 263)
to help guide the second phase of coding through a computer-assisted qualitative data analysis
software (CAQDAS). The verified transcriptions were then imported into the qualitative
software platform HyperResearch for further analysis and coding, again through an inductivedeductive hybrid process. The original code book was referenced but not relied on, as a means of
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validating the initial codes and conclusions drawn from reading the hard copy transcriptions.
Coding through HyperResearch resulted in a reduced number of codes, totaling 54, within 8 code
groups; the codes again included single words and phrases (see Appendix H). The two code
books were then compared to identify further themes and commonalities.
The 10 most frequently appearing codes between the four focus group transcripts were
selected for further analysis. Those codes include communication (n=40), access to opportunities
and resources (n=39), balance (n=36), awareness and clarity (n=30), community and connection
(n=28), space (n=26), networking and social activities (n=24), flexibility (n=23), equitable
support and opportunities (n=21), and conflicts and tensions (n=16). An additional code the
researcher felt important to include, building off each other (n=30), was not a thematic code
describing any content. Rather, the researcher concluded it was intriguing and important to gain a
deeper understanding, especially considering the virtual focus group setting, of how much the
participants fed off each other’s comments in the sessions, signifying a strong and productive
group dynamic (and a sense of community and connection as fellow students).
Throughout both the handwritten and software-based coding process, the researcher
engaged in self-memoing to pinpoint potential connections, identify possible relationships
between codes, and begin to comprehend commonalities between the participants’ shared
experiences. For a relatively small program, it was surprising to deduce that just three of the
participants indicated they had a prior connection or relationship with another participant. This
lack of bond speaks to the need for the program to focus on developing more of a sense of
community and cohesion. However, for the purposes of this study, the missing connection
provided the researcher with a strong sense of the mutual perspectives, feelings, and ideas which
began to emerge across all four of these focus groups. These commonalities were exhibited
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through the participants independence from each other as students yet shared experiences and
impressions as individuals engaged in the same program.
Results
The data gathered through the focus groups provided the researcher with key insights to
draw conclusions and help answer the qualitative questions posed to frame this study. This study
sought to address the following questions:
Qualitative Question 1: What role does performing arts serve in students’ academic and
personal lives at RIT, a STEM-based university in Rochester, NY?
Qualitative Question 2: How might RIT learn from the shared experiences of Performing Arts
Scholars to improve and strengthen the program for future cohorts?
Subquestion 1: Using the findings from questions 1 and 2, how can RIT serve as a model for
other institutions seeking to further integrate arts into STEM curriculum?
A balanced blend and a different way of thinking
A strong sentiment surrounding the important role that performing arts currently serves in
participants’ academic and personal lives was apparent in all four focus groups. Furthermore,
participant responses revealed insightful hopes and ideas on the role that performing arts could
serve if RIT determines a path to seamlessly integrate arts and technology. Directly related to the
matter of combining arts and STEM with the goal of establishing STEAM, through the PASP,
students hope to find a more natural balance between their academics and the performing arts
activities they engage in on campus. First, it should be noted again that RIT does not currently
have a performing arts degree or major (outside of music and theatre minors and “immersions” –
like a concentration), so all the groups, productions, and performances they participate in are
primarily an extracurricular activity. While six participants referenced the performing arts as a
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chance to disconnect and destress outside of their demanding STEM-based courses, projects, and
finals, most participants feel that the PASP enables them to find equilibrium between two areas
of their lives they enjoy the most. Theatre Scholar 4 and Music Scholar 7 shared it is less about
decompressing and breaking away, but more an avenue for them to approach challenges and
problems through a new lens and with a fresh perspective. They feel performing arts provides
them with a chance to step outside their usual mindsets to explore and test different paths and
approaches they may then be able to bring back to their core academic programs and apply new
skills and thought patterns to. This gets at the heart of the STEAM agenda, as it is not a situation
in which one area exists and takes authority over another in the curriculum, but rather an
equitable and synergistic blend of all areas is established. Theatre Scholar 4 reflected on this
noting:
“Personally, performing arts is more of an outlet for things that are different. I
think that I’ve gone a lot of my life not doing performing arts or not doing other
things, you know. I can't just do physics all day, so I do everything in my power
to do very different kinds of things. And just having an opportunity to express
myself emotionally, as well as logically, you know, in the same day is really
important to me.”
On a collaborative level, several of the scholars shared that they simply want to get
together to create with each other. It is less about faculty guidance and involvement in the
activities they participate in and more about finding a way to exchange ideas (and their art) with
each other. Music Scholar 2 commented that it would,
“be cool to have some kind of highlighted collaborative part where, you know, if I
have a track that I’m working on, and I want to have somebody make vocals for
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it, it'd be easy to then find the vocals in the Performing Arts Scholars [Program]
with those people who do that. And then ‘Hey, here's what I’m thinking, do you
want to work together? Let's go to the recording studio and make something’ --it'd
be really cool to have all that streamlined...”
This connects to the need for enhanced communication as many of the scholars simply do not
know how to get in contact with each other to offer an invitation for artistic partnership.
From a larger perspective, Production Scholar 1 wants to push things further and have
their performing arts experience rival that of their academic degree, sharing “I think like being
able to pursue performing arts, with the same kind of quality that I’m pursuing like my education
is really special and something that I really value.” Production Scholar 2 noted that RIT’s STEM
degrees could and should integrate more arts aspects into their programs to make them even
more innovative and engaging to students. They reflected that “you don't get to be that creative
inside of a management degree, especially with how RIT incorporates technology within our
degree program so it's nice to be able to walk into the theater and just have fun with the lighting
system and be able to figure out different ways you can enhance performance” (Production
Scholar 2). Music Scholar 2 noted that RIT has a prime opportunity by not simply offering two
separate aspects to students but blurring the lines between performing arts and STEM noting,
“Combining that kind of like cutting edge technology with performances is kind of like a whole
new kind of experience that really isn't too widespread of a thing, but it, like, it could be
definitely explored more.”
Building community and connection through networking and social gatherings
Beyond finding a satisfactory blend between arts and technology, and perhaps on a more
personal level, students participating in the PASP yearn for the performing arts to serve as an
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outlet for collaboration and provide a sense of belongingness and community. Towards the end
of each focus group without prompting, the participants began sharing information about projects
they are working on in the performing arts with each other. From dance performances, theatre
productions, upcoming Electronic Dance Music (EDM) concerts, and so on, it was intriguing to
listen to and watch the exchange between participants as they did exactly what they look to this
program for—building a sense of community and connection with one another to potentially
form a new bond that might lead to a future collaboration. Again, many of these students have
never engaged with each other, but their desire for collaboration and connection was palpable,
even over Zoom. Dance Scholar 4 shared with the other participants (separate from questions
asked by the researcher), “I would love to do collabs with all of you guys in your groups, you
know, again I want us to be able to branch out.”
While it is clear the scholars collaborate independently of the PASP, the scholars seem to
recognize that a main goal of the PASP is to create a community of performing artists on
campus. The performing arts, Music Scholar 5 shared, has a natural “way of getting people who
you wouldn't otherwise meet, like say they're in different programs, and you meet through music
or through theater. I think that's a good thing the program has.” Two scholars added an
alternative viewpoint, revealing feelings of intimidation when it comes to the community, with
Music Scholar 8 noting, “When I get those emails about ‘Here's an activity, you could go do,’
I’m less inclined to want to do it because I won't know anyone there. So, it would be nice to have
more like ‘Get to know your performing arts scholars people events.” Music Scholar 8 reflected,
“I hope to see the community coming a little bit closer together across all the different
disciplines.” Music Scholar 7 echoed this, encouraging the PASP to organize “more events
bringing the community together.”

ASSESSING THE PERFORMING ARTS EXPERIENCE

41

When discussing how the a cappella community at RIT (made up of seven groups of
various styles and formats —a significant number even considering RIT’s size), maintains its
sense of a tight knit community, Theatre Scholar 9 noted three main defining characteristics. The
a cappella community maintains excellent and constant communication and connection; it is a
flat culture with no silos or boundaries. Students may be in seven different groups, but all groups
come together for celebrations, auditions, and other happenings —and there are many blurred
boundaries. In addition, PASP offers a welcoming environment; none of the students reported
feeling intimidated or uncomfortable, all came across as clear on what’s expected of them and of
the group, and all the groups make it their utmost effort to ensure “newbies” (Theatre Scholar 9)
are welcomed with open arms.
Music Scholar 2 recognized the effort that the PASP currently invests in developing a
community noting, “I definitely like the efforts recently to kind of increase the connection
between Performing Arts Scholars,” referring to social gatherings for both the entire group of
scholars and the smaller social events and trips that coaches organize for their cohorts. Theatre
Scholar 5 pointed out that those events may unfortunately only aid the scholars in developing an
internal community and not one that bridges the gap with the greater community on campus.
They voiced that it would be in the best interest of the program to expand its reach sharing, “I
would love to see more communication and collaboration with clubs and other groups around
campus. I am in a theater club on campus, and I know we were talking to other groups about
collaborating, but I think it would be really smart for us, for Performing Arts Scholars to connect
with those different groups to offer more opportunities.”
Four other scholars commented on how the program feels separated from the larger
performing arts community on campus. Music Scholar 8 noted that,
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“it kind of feels like the whole performing arts side of things is very separated and
it could be brought a little bit more together. I know there's so many different
clubs at RIT and I remember as a freshman I had absolutely no idea what was
different between all the different groups and so it's hard to find which, like what
why I would want to join one over the other.”
Getting to the point of flexibility and blurring of boundaries, Music Scholar 8 went on to
share that the program’s encouragement of experimenting is quite hindered by this fragmented
community. They reflected on their personal experience in the program:
“Dance is a new thing for me to try out and that's part of the beauty of arts; you
get to try new things too, but with it being so separated it's hard to be able to
compare and contrast and figure out like ‘Okay, well, I know nothing about this
area of art, but I kind of want to try it.’ It's hard to make those jumps when there's
a very separated community.”
With 951 scholars, and 1,483 as of fall 2022, who is responsible for creating this sense of
togetherness and community? The scholars feel the bulk of responsibility rests with the coaches,
at least in terms of staying in constant communication with their cohorts. Theatre Scholar 2
commented, “I do feel there's a bit of disconnect [between scholar and coach] and obviously, I’m
missing part on reaching out to my coach, but I feel like it'd be a little bit easier if you know,
there was just some sort of like ‘Hey what's up? How's your year going? Do you need anything?’
communication.” Music Scholar 7 agreed about the disconnect noting, “When we're doing our
statements for the end of each semester, they actually have a list of coaches, because some
people won't know who their coaches are and that's how distant we are from them.” Others
shared that resolving the separation is a team effort. Referring to the entire program, Music
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Scholar 7 commented, “I believe that they should focus on how they can bring us all together and
they can introduce people to a new world. I know I really have wanted to do a collaboration with
one of the groups in terms of like the orchestra groups or a band group, you know, so just
bringing us together.”
Three participants recognized the program has done its best to remain resilient and adjust
during the COVID-19 pandemic, especially considering it is such a new program. Dance Scholar
4 reflected on this, noting “I’m not saying they don't know what's happening, but again, it's a
new program and then plus it didn't help that COVID came . . . I feel like that has a lot to do
with the flexibility because it's still a fairly new program.” As entire performing arts and higher
education industries can attest to, human and community elements are central components of
their offerings and experiences. Students who entered RIT in 2020 and even 2021, have not
enjoyed even a portion of the breadth of experiences the 2019 cohort participated in during the
fall semester. The scholars understand this, but feel that as of the spring 2022 semester, the
program must move to step up and deliver more social, get-together events for students to meet,
network, and plant seeds for future collaborations. Theatre Scholar 5 commented that the social
aspects have been impacted “because of COVID and then they're not picking back up again. I
know a lot of the socials have, or like easy social events have gone away a little bit. So, I think
we would benefit from a better balance for sure of social events versus workshops, because the
workshops are really fun, but they're hard to get to know anyone there.”
Flexibility Factor
No matter what role the performing arts plays in these students personal and academic
lives, the PASP must take on a structure that does not prevent them from accomplishing their
academic goals but at the same time one that serves as a catalyst for their creative endeavors.

ASSESSING THE PERFORMING ARTS EXPERIENCE

44

Nearly all participants agreed the PASP affords students a great deal of flexibility to do as they
please when fulfilling their performing arts requirement. On the surface, this notion seemed to
contradict participants’ reported frustrations with certain limitations of the program. These
competing perspectives and impressions can be rectified through two caveats for consideration.
First, half of the participants acknowledged the PASP is a new program, and it seems as though
systems, policies, and procedures are still being figured out. This newness provides scholars with
encouragement and freedom to lead the way and explore whatever aspects of performing arts
they wish. For example, in an end of semester reflection statement, Production Scholar 3 detailed
their recent work in creative/script writing (what might be considered a non-traditional
performing arts activity) and they were appreciative that their PASP coach approved the activity
for the semester. Theatre Scholar 2 agreed, “Just the option to go through clubs, productions,
classes — there's a lot of ways to fulfill it [the requirement] so you have a lot of freedom of
choice in that. So, it's really what you want to do, and that makes it pretty nice. I mean you're not
locked into anything.”
The second caveat, which is quite stark, is that the flexibility afforded is not because of
the actual PASP but rather the overall performing arts ecosystem at RIT. Theatre Scholar 8
shared,
“Every ounce of flexibility I have is all from the actual organizations I'm part of;
they're the ones we've built our schedules through, they're the ones we deal with
and talk through if we need to. If we can't show up for some reason or if we've
been missing meetings or rehearsal, all of that comes from the directors and the
professors are students in charge of those clubs.”
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This same scholar reported that the PASP is a non-factor in these clubs and activities going on to
share: “Most of them don't touch on the scholarship, don't talk about it, don't ask [about it]. Like,
they don't care if you're not in this really” (Theatre Scholar 8).
Further, several participants acknowledged the PASP is not even necessarily a program
but solely a scholarship. Theatre Scholar 9 described it as “a cherry on the top.” Tapping into
what was the researcher discovered as the regardless factor, many, if not all, of the participants
shared that they would still take advantage of all the same opportunities in the performing arts
ecosystem at RIT regardless of the scholarship program. The program (to them) is an incentive to
stay inspired, engaged, in-the-know, and meet peers who share similar passions and talents while
hopefully benefitting from the opportunity to meet, network, form friendships, create and
collaborate. Providing mechanisms for connection, variety, and flexibility is where the program
should focus future efforts, as participants noted.
Another matter to consider, stemming from flexibility, is there is not presently a direct
curricular or academic connection to the PASP. Students need not maintain a certain GPA, enroll
in a certain number of credit-bearing courses, or even register for the music or theatre minors or
immersions. To this end, the PASP features tremendous structural and procedural flexibility. In
addition, if a student wishes to change their discipline and work with another coach who is an
expert in a different area of focus, they may do so freely and without any explanation. The issue
with this, and it stems from the concern of inconsistent communication and clarity, is that most
students are unaware of this ability to shift their selection.
Regarding the lack of academic obligation to performing arts, several scholars identified
this as a tension which must be resolved. Two focus group participants suggest that to further the
value-added components of the program and to perhaps help resolve the conflict between
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academics and extracurriculars, RIT should forge a more defined synergy with academic
advisors and within RIT’s systems. This will not only increase the flexibility but should also aid
in raising the performing arts experience to an equal plane as the STEM degree program. Theatre
Scholar 8 recommended “It would be nice if there could be somewhere to write down, ‘Hey this
kid’s a performing arts scholar. What else can be done to help them achieve their academic goals
but also achieve their performing arts goals?’ That's when I think it would start to evolve into an
actual program.” Theatre Scholar 8 agreed: “It would be nice if somewhere, some way they
could list with our academic advisors or in our academic system that we are Performing Arts
Scholars because we don’t even have priority for classes.” They went on to share their
frustrations about being shut out of academic courses: “I tried to enroll in a guitar class last
semester and couldn't because I had to have special permission from the instructor and do all this
stuff and then it filled up. Like, we don't have priority, we don't have those connections; we don't
have any of that, so it can actually be hard sometimes to still fill that requirement with classes
instead clubs, which is very frustrating.” Theatre Scholar 7 concurred, “Priority specifically for
performing arts classes; that would be extraordinarily nice.”
It was apparent to participants, whether intentional or not, that the PASP is a shell to
enhance their performing arts experience, disseminate information, and connect one another via
their disciplines. It was also apparent through the comments shared that there is much work to do
in many of these areas. If the program is to push the Institution further towards the ultimate goal
of becoming a true STEAM university, Theatre Scholar 8 feels RIT should “make this program
into something that also affects us, or can affect us academically, with like priority for classes, or
so our academic advisors know that we're also taking on all these other things…outside of just
our majors –being a program, in kind of a sense, academically would be very beneficial.”
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Space
In reaching conclusions regarding the second qualitative question, surrounding potential
areas of improvement for the PASP, one topic the scholars continued to return to pertained to
limited space and resources on campus. The performing arts by its very nature is a space and
resource intensive field. It demands massive amounts of square footage to conduct workshops,
lessons, rehearsals, and performances; and these cannot be just any ordinary spaces –they require
adequate sound abatement, technology, and accompanying storage areas. With the rapid
expansion of the performing arts at RIT, space is often identified as the number one challenge
between faculty, staff, and students. In addition, there is currently no central location or home for
performing arts at RIT; thus, further detracting from the development of a sense of identity.
Students and others do know where to go to find Performing Arts at RIT and this lack of central
location exacerbates the sense of ambiguity surrounding the program’s identity.
Some of the participants report that physical plant resources such as access to individual
practice rooms and instrument storage is not a challenge. Music Scholar 2, commented “I
definitely think access to like facilities and stuff around campus has been pretty nice; I
personally got access to the music lab that's in the SAU and that was pretty cool to work with
some of the equipment in there.” Others feel space is lacking and as though the Institution falls
back on the excuse of it being a new program and promising that access to space will get better
in the future. Dance Scholar 3 went so far as to jest sarcastically “Oh, but guys it'll be better in
the future so that's kind of, eh.” Specifically, participants are seeking small to midsized rehearsal
and production rooms, commonly referred to as quiet rehearsal rooms and plug-and-play rooms.
These rooms are often equipped with a variety of backline (amplifiers, keyboards, guitars) and
documentation/music production technology. A plug-and-play room is quite literally a
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soundproof room where students can enter, plug in their instruments, and play without excessive
time needed for setup, learning new technologies, or breaking down. This type of space
encourages experimentation, collaboration, trial and error, and the blurring/bending of
boundaries and lines between different artforms (PreSonus, n.d.).
RIT is constructing a shared multi-purpose facility, the Student Hall for Exploration and
Development (SHED), which includes a black box theatre, dance studio, and music rehearsal
rooms, and broke ground on a 750-seat state-of-the art theatre during the summer of 2022
(Rochester Institute of Technology, n.d.). Despite these planned enhancements to campus, only
three participants out of all four focus groups mentioned these as highlights of the campus that
will benefit them in their appreciation of the program. When discussing locations at which to
perform, many participants mentioned they would appreciate having large outdoor venues where
they could showcase their talents, but also primarily get together with other scholars to create
and perform in an open, communal setting. Two scholars suggested RIT initiate an open jam
night where everyone brings their own instruments and talents, the Institution arranges for food
and beverage, and the students can come together to play in an impromptu fashion. Production
Scholar 1 who is employed with the campus production team, RIT Tech Crew, understands the
limitations of campus performance spaces, commenting that RIT already has a solid number of
locations for performances. However, this participant advocated that RIT needs to do a better job
of compiling a list of all these potential performance spaces and streamlining/automating the
process by which students can view availability and request reservations in a more efficient,
equitable manner. They also proposed that it would be much more sustainable and efficient for
there to be a utilization audit followed by an upgrade of these existing facilities.
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Communication is key, as is awareness and clarity
A second area for improvement according to the shared experiences of the participants
and the most frequently appearing code and common theme amongst all four focus groups
pertains to the importance of communication. “Communication” was mentioned by twenty
participants between the four focus groups, and forty times in total. This is communication both
from/with the administration of the program, the administration of the Institution, as well as
internal communication between Performing Arts Scholars. It also involves the creation of
mechanisms and systems supporting clear and consistent communication. One of the primary
vocalized desires of Performing Arts Scholars was the ability to connect, meet, and network with
each other. When analyzed through this lens, the PASP’s most important role is to provide clear,
consistent, and accurate communication, as well as mechanisms to enable communication with
faculty/staff and amongst scholars. Participants revealed they rely very little on PASP faculty
and staff for information on opportunities, solutions, and information, which drives their
performing arts experience on campus. Scholars receive information on opportunities from the
rich performing arts offerings on the campus offered by Student Affairs, through its clubs and
organizations, the College of Liberal Arts, through its music and theatre programs, and NTID
Performing Arts, vis-à-vis its theatre and dance classes and productions. These entities make up
what is referred to as the “performing arts ecosystem” at RIT. To this end, the scholars use the
PASP to facilitate and inspire their creative endeavors and involvement in the opportunities and
happenings on campus.
Participants across all focus groups shared that the program has done a less than ideal job
communicating policies surrounding the requirements of the program, the opportunities the
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program affords to the scholars, as well as supporting opportunities in an equitable and balanced
manner. Theatre Scholar 8 highlighted these communication troubles sharing,
“things aren't communicated very well, things aren't very clear; there's
been many times, where me and three friends will all be texting each other, trying
to figure out ‘when is this due,’ ‘when are we doing that,’ ‘what's happening in
this community,’ ‘is there an event coming up, or is there not’ –like things seem
to still be kind of all over the place.”
Theatre Scholar 7 concurred sharing, “I kind of assumed that when I when I got on campus some
of the vagaries that were in the Performing Arts Scholarship [Program] online material would be
explained in person.”
In addition, participants in three of the four focus groups (eight participants total)
conveyed that most of the email announcements regarding opportunities offered do not
necessarily apply to them. For example, the participants noted there is a heavy focus on dancerelated activities included the emailed communications and those announcements are
disseminated to the entire group, instead of filtered to a focused subset. Participants suggested
there either be a more streamlined, less selective way communications are disseminated or fewer
emails altogether and a main calendar where all opportunities are listed. Students could then optin to the announcements they prefer to receive. In a sense, the PASP’s communication patterns
are perceived as fragmented and siloed from the scholars’ point of view. They would like to
experience more experimentation and blurring of boundaries between disciplines, a more
balanced and holistic perspective of what’s happening on campus and in the community, and less
identification/limitation based on their discipline both in terms of participation as well as the
communications they receive.
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Each scholar is assigned to a discipline based on the instrument or skillset they
demonstrated in the video submitted with their performing arts audition upon acceptance to RIT.
That discipline, from their perspective, should not prevent scholars from experimenting in other
disciplines, learning about new areas of performing arts, or collaborating across the various
fields that the PASP represents. To this end, the program seems to be holding itself and the
scholars back as it spends a significant amount of time and resources assigning students to
specific disciplines, families (broad categories), and coaches through an online tagging process.
However, if the scholars do not feel as though being assigned to a particular coach or discipline
is valuable or needed, then the question remains –what value does it offer beyond a way for the
program to plan and allocate resources behind the scenes?
Furthermore, the PASP prides itself on being a flexible and nimble program, allowing
students to move between disciplines and collaborate. However, six participants voiced the
program is falling short in this area well —most expressed frustration that it is unclear that the
PASP allows students to move between disciplines and coaches simply by submitting a request.
Another concern stemming from poor communication, and this is mainly an internal
communication error which then became a student-facing communication error, was a discussion
on the scholars’ monetary “stipend.” According to students across all four focus groups, they
were informed prior to acceptance that an incentive of the program is a $250 per student stipend
they can use to support their enrichment activities, performing arts experience on campus, and to
help them fulfill their one performing arts requirement each semester.
On the program side, this “stipend” was anything but a stipend, but merely a way for the
administration to track funding on a per scholar basis. It was never intended to be broadcasted to
the students and, as a result, has created a great deal of confusion and frustration. Theatre
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Scholar 8 suggested the program could be “more clear [sic] what our stipend can be used for....”
They stated, “We have this $250 stipend that I have no idea what it goes for what it can be used
for and have no idea how to even go about touching that so that that was a really cool incentive
that came with the scholarship that isn't talked about, isn't touched on”. The participants’ overall
comments about communication highlight that with the implementation of any new program,
ensuring proper and correct communication internally and externally is vitally important from
the onset.
To help solve this, Music Scholar 8 suggested, “I think what this program needs as like a
very first step, is just like a very organized website where like you can go on and see all the
programs that we have at RIT; here's the student-led ones, here's the classes, here's performing
arts, here's everything that counts for all the different things [requirements], here's how to get
involved with the other coaches.” They went on to note that it would be helpful to have all the
information in one location instead of receiving “15 different emails” (Music Scholar 8). The
scholar recognized it may be a lot of work but is especially important for a program that is so
new and evolving.
Theatre Scholar 7 also focused on the importance of communication for the program but
took it a step further recommending, “I think communicate more but not just ‘say more,’ you
know, but like actually reach out in a meaningful way.” Another scholar made a similar
reference in suggesting that the program may be throwing out opportunities without necessarily
or fully understanding what might be of interest and most value to the scholars. This gets at the
importance of not simply telling students something but soliciting input and feedback –a twoway communication channel leading to a greater sense of empathy must be established. This
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participant also noted that it was nice to be finally asked to provide feedback and input on the
program (referring to this study and focus groups).
Another suggestion shared across two of the focus groups is to conduct more formal, and
perhaps an ongoing series of orientation and training sessions (about performing arts
opportunities at RIT and practical skillsets). This would be helpful to resolve some of the
confusion surrounding policies, procedures, and opportunities, and a chance to deliver more
hands-on, practical learning opportunities which the scholars seek. Music Scholar 3 noted that
“a good thing to add would be just some sort of like meeting [for] when students
who are new to the performing arts scholar program are introduced to RIT that
you know, they have a meeting sort of explaining what exactly it is because I
know that for the longest time I didn't quite understand how the stipend worked or
what did or didn't qualify as me participating. And anytime I was curious, I’d
have to email my coach to clarify . . . so going through and having more
information about that widely available would definitely be helpful.”
Similar suggestions were raised from scholars who frequently participate in the National
Technical Institute for the Deaf’s (NTID) performing arts opportunities, regarding accessibility,
ASL, and Deaf culture awareness training. Theatre Scholar 1 noted existing trainings should be
available for program-wide participation, saying “we have training for the new incoming staff
and faculty members of this performing arts department in terms of how to work with Deaf and
hard of hearing students.” Production Scholar 1 built off this comment: “I personally would have
loved either some sort of orientation, like basic sign language, even if it wasn't related to the
performing arts, just learning kind of basic things like that. I’d never been exposed to Deaf
culture before I came to RIT.” NTID has a deep history in Deaf theatre, so participants feel the
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program should highlight this unique aspect of campus. Production Scholar 1 went on to suggest
“an orientation experience, where like you get an expectation of what it's like to work in a Deaf
or hard of hearing theater because the people who work in the performing arts department for
NTID are incredible and I love all of them, but it was just a learning curve.”
This is in addition to the training many students at an experiential-based institution, as
RIT is, are seeking in more practical and hands-on areas such as technical production (lighting,
sound, set design, costumes, etc.). Speaking to this point, Theatre Scholar 5 offered an
opportunity to Focus Group 3 sharing,
“My club has a lot of tech opportunities that I tried to advertise in every theater
class I’m in because people don't know about it. We have ‘build-weekends’ that
everyone is welcome to come to where we will give you as much training as
possible to learn how to use our stuff — like we have that, it's just not
advertised.”
Theatre Scholar 5 elaborated on the importance of practical learning noting,
“I would like to possibly try to have some workshops or something about
integrating these skills we are learning into our majors. Like if I’m in a STEM
major and I’m a theater person, how does that interact like on co-op. I found out
I’m a very good public speaker. And that's not expected, so I think it would
actually be pretty important to have working professionals who maybe have this
combination of skills come and talk to us and talk about how they utilize them.”
Equitable access to opportunities, support, and resources
The scholars receive a yearly tuition scholarship, which is their prime recognition for
participation in the PASP. However, they are also afforded opportunities such as enrichment
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experiences –tickets and transportation to local Broadway productions, concerts by the Rochester
Philharmonic Orchestra, and workshops/master classes presented by world class artists such as
Tony-award winning choreographer Garth Fagan. Each scholar is assigned a mentor, often called
a “coach” based on the discipline in which the scholar auditioned and coach a background, who
is responsible for convening their cohort of scholars for social activities, performance
opportunities, and simply being on call to answer any questions about the performing arts
ecosystem at RIT. Most participants agreed they are generally satisfied and place great
importance on the number of performing arts opportunities to choose from. Theatre Scholar 7
described the importance of this element,
“I think that's what’s important on campus is like quality opportunities. Like just a
lot of things going on, you know, like there's the NTID stuff there's [RIT] Players’
stuff, there's, I’m part of Foul Play, I’m part of you know, the comedy improv
troupes on campus --that's been most of my interaction with doing performing arts
stuff on campus, but it's just the fact that there's so much to do . . . that's been
important to me.”
While these opportunities are a key inspiration and excitement for the scholars, it is not
just the opportunities and resources the program provides to the students that keep them engaged.
Rather the participants revealed that what is important to the scholars and another area that can
be fined tuned and enhanced, is offering equitable access and representation for all disciplines.
For example, Dance Scholar 1 (in the dance discipline), is in fact an aerial arts-focused student.
Given that RIT does not have the facilities to provide for aerial arts activities (such as high
enough ceilings or proper rigging points for silks) though, the student must drive 25 minutes to
and from the Rochester Aerial Arts company in downtown Rochester to participate in their art
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form. They feel “lumped in” (Dance Scholar 1) with dance students, as RIT does not have the
expertise or resources needed to support this area.
While these less traditional artforms are certainly broadcasted as a high priority for the
Institution, they are not widely available for students at present. This again can be attributed to
the PASP being a new program, but those involved with the performing arts on campus worry
the new facilities still may not provide these students with needed opportunities to engage in
their areas of interest. Similarly, Music Scholar 2, shared that “personally there hasn't been a lot
for electronic music or anything like that. I have talked to my coach about different educational
opportunities, or other opportunities to just go see the performer itself, but nothing's really
panned out and it hasn't really gone anywhere, so I haven't really had anything in that regard.” If
the program plans to broadcast itself as an inclusive and diverse community and use inclusivity
to create more of a breeding ground for collaboration, experimentation, and interdisciplinarity, it
must find a way to better support the students it accepts, and specifically support nontraditional
artforms such as circus arts and electronic dance music.
Participants vocalized that it is as though the program is a closed off one-way street in
terms of the opportunities being delivered to them. Production Scholar 4 noted that “a lot of the
events and workshops and things seem to be geared towards dance, which I also get emails about
even though I’m not a dance person, but it would be cool to see some workshops in other areas
as well.” To alleviate some of this disconnect between scholar needs and the service the program
currently delivers to scholars, participants suggested more and stronger mechanisms for
capturing student ideas, listening intentionally to students, and gathering input from scholars.
Theatre Scholar 8 suggested the program “communicate more,” though “not just like tell us stuff
more but also get feedback more.”
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Linking back to the commitment-trust theory, it is apparent that Performing Arts Scholars
want to be involved in the process of devising the systems that support them. Perhaps this is due
to the creative and innovative spirit of RIT, or any STEM university for that matter, but the
scholars want to be in the mix on the behind the scenes work that goes into these performing arts
productions and events. They want to be in the spotlight onstage as any performing artist will
attest to, but it’s perhaps more important to them to have the opportunities, skills, and resources
to experiment and create leading up to the actual performance.
Production Scholar 5 also suggested the program implement more of a democratic
process when selecting the events and programs it provides to students. They suggested a voting
process in which a list of opportunities is presented to scholars for their consideration and the top
choices are funded and supported by the program. At the moment, the opportunities provided to
the scholars seem arbitrary to this study’s participants, with little intention or consideration of
what students truly want to experience. Theatre Scholar 8 noted, “I think it's very selective. They
don't touch on every event or club, which I think is kind of weird. I think that they should be
sending stuff out for all performing arts, whether its whether students-led or RIT-run, and they
definitely don't do that.”
Serving as a Model: Resolving Conflicts and Tensions
Using the information gleaned from examining qualitative questions 1 and 2 and delving
deeper into gaining a better understanding of how the PASP might better serve as a model for
furthering the integration of arts and STEM, participants identified both outright and through
their shared experiences several key tensions to resolve. The participants feel the PASP does a
solid job resolving some of the above-mentioned conflicts and it should focus on others even
more to further the integration of arts and STEM. First, the general sense from each focus group
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is that the program and Institution need to make it much easier to collaborate and create. Music
Scholar 7 loaded the RIT mission statement on their computer during the focus group and
referenced the words “innovation” and “creativity” (Rochester Institute of Technology, n.d.).
They feel anything the program can do to further this mission it should be doing.
On the ground level, participants reported that matters such as scheduling conflicts and
streamlining processes would be a huge step forward. Music Scholar 3 recalled, “I wanted to join
concert band, but unfortunately I couldn't because I had a class that intersected exactly like with
the entirety of rehearsal.” When describing the ability to find a space on campus to present a
performance, Music Scholar 2 shared “Everyone's using the couple big spaces that we have on
campus; it's just it's a real fight for space so [it would] be really nice to see more big event
spaces.” When describing a particular space on campus, Music Scholar 2 shared “I also know
from personal experience it's very expensive to use it, because they have to set it up and all the
labor costs and everything so would be just overall a lot nicer to have a permanent outdoor event
space.” Even when students can secure a space, the fees and logistical hoops they must jump
through almost make it not worth it. This again connects to self-efficacy theory; if students begin
to feel discouraged and as though their efforts are futile, they will lose interest and become
disengaged.
Another tension identified is the separation of the various groups which make up the
larger performing arts ecosystem on campus, specifically the PASP, the curricular units, and the
extracurricular opportunities. These groups vocalized feeling siloed and fractured; more
integration is needed for them to have a seamless experience bridging their STEM academics and
performing arts interests. Dance Scholar 5 described the frustrations experienced through this
tension: “It's been a bit tricky for me navigating the different kind of aspects of dance at RIT
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because there's sort of the education program that's kind of in place, and then there's also like this
with the Performing Arts Scholars, and then there's also the clubs. And they kind of clash in
some ways, which has been frustrating.” This may be one of the biggest concerns for the
program because any internal integration of the various opportunities, or systematic deficiencies
should never impact the student experience.
A third tension identified is a programmatic and systematic one: the conflict of
expectations versus reality. Promises are made to scholars when the Institution recruits them as
prospective students, through to their eventual acceptance and arrival on campus. This may be
more of a conflict that can be resolved with a clear and consistent internal communication plan
and ensuring the internal plan mirrors the messaging broadcasted externally. However, and
again, this tension is reflective of the fact that students sense the internal-RIT groups may not be
discussing the realities themselves. While inter-scholar communication and ideation should be
certainly approved of and encouraged, there is no reason why students must rely on other
students for clarity on basic program policies and procedures. Furthermore, if a scholar
approaches a coach or administrator of the program, there should be no ambiguities in the
response (as in the case of the monetary stipend that many scholars mentioned).
A fourth much broader tension identified is the concept of arts and STEM as a single
designation. Most participants expressed they would recommend this program to anyone, but
when it comes to succeeding in resolving the insertion of arts into STEM to make STEAM, the
participants feel more can be done from an institutional level to stabilize this connection. Music
Scholar 1 recognized that “you see the disparities like between an engineering school vs COLA
(College of Liberal Arts), for example. You see the difference; you see where the money's going.
And I don't know, it's like, are we doing enough, or are we just like slapping some art on some,
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like computer thing?” That is not to say these scholars do not value both the recognition they
receive through the PASP and the focus RIT is putting on the value of a performing arts
experience in combination with STEM education. It is quite the opposite, in fact, as when
Production Scholar 1 recalled receiving notification of acceptance into the program, they realized
“This is a tech school, but they want to actually prioritize the performing arts, they want to show
that students who play an instrument or do technical theatre” can be combined with other
disciplines. Theatre Scholar 3 concurred by sharing how it was “one of the things that made me
know that RIT was the right place for me, because it was a way where I could express both
geeky technical side and my performing arts side.”
Theatre Scholar 3 provided a revealing description of the opportunity the PASP provides
students in its current form: “The performing arts scholarship program here at RIT is a way for
students at a technology school to find the opportunities and have the guidance to pursue their
passions within performing arts while still being a full-time student.” It is clear through this
scholars’ words that the two (STEM and performing arts) are still quite bifurcated both at RIT
and in higher education overall. However, RIT is on the right path and can serve as a model to
demonstrate that STEM and arts can not only coexist peacefully, but when fully integrated into a
strong partnership, enhance a student’s educational experience.
Awareness, clarity, and recognition
Simply by offering an avenue for students to continue to pursue their talents and passions
in the performing arts while earning STEM degrees, RIT is already making a solid effort at
presenting a potential foundation for other institutions to consider in their efforts at doing the
same. The code of awareness and clarity with n=30 was previously discussed in connection with
communication. And while the code of recognition with n=6 was much lower in comparison, in
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combination with awareness and clarity, the scholars provided intriguing insight into how the
institution might further the integration of arts and STEM. For example, through recognizing
talented and passionate students for their strengths and abilities through the PASP, participants
feel RIT does an admirable job of raising the awareness surrounding the importance of a
STEAM education. For example, Music Scholar 1, pointed out “The most valuable selling point
when we offer it [the scholarship] to freshmen that are coming in is because we're an engineering
school and we see how everything interacts with one another, like all the sciences interact with
the arts and stuff and that's what makes it worth it.” Further to this, Theatre Scholar 1 recalled
how they felt when receiving the scholarship, sharing “Even though it was just such a like small
thing, it meant a lot to me because RIT values the performing arts and they recognize that
technology and performing arts can be, you know, used together as an amazing thing.”
Through this greater recognition and general awareness of models such as the PASP, and
thus a stronger performing arts community on campus, Theatre Scholar 8 feels RIT might be able
to resolve some of these tensions. They shared,
“I think the performing arts community at the school itself exceeds my
expectations on, just because STEM schools and tech schools get certain
stereotypes of not welcoming or supporting creativity and arts as almost being at
war with arts, which I think is insane because engineering and tech need so much
creativity, so they really go hand in hand, but the two degrees always seem to
feud with each other, despite that.”
This mirrors the research of Cobb Payton, White, and Mullins (2017) who reported “the
participants mentioned that STEM is often depicted as a geek, hard, male-dominated culture that
fails to embrace flexibility, creativity, or diversity” (pp. 43-44). Participants in Cobb Payton et
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al.’s study also indicated “dance is not perceived as an academic discipline or is not as important
as STEM” (2017, p. 43). Comparing existing research with the results of this study may move
RIT towards finding a phased approach to the implementation of a full STEAM agenda.
Discussion
This qualitative study consisted of four focus groups with students participating in the
Performing Arts Scholarship Program (PASP) at Rochester Institute of Technology in Rochester,
NY. The study aimed to gain insight about the role performing arts serves in these students’
academic and personal lives while they pursue degrees in STEM and liberal arts fields. It was
also important for the researcher to gain a better understanding of how the PASP can strengthen
this opportunity offered and service provided to students during their time at RIT. Using these
findings, the study then provides valuable insight as to how RIT and other peer institutions can
successfully integrate arts and STEM. There is still much more to explore and consider in terms
of the PASP specifically, as well as the integration of arts and STEM, towards the goal of
becoming a STEAM institution. However, the results of this study uncovered valuable
information that address the qualitative questions put forth in this study.
The information gleaned revealed that students’ participating in the PASP and more
broadly, performing arts at RIT, do not necessarily seek to have performing arts replace their
core academic degree programs. Rather, they wish to have the performing arts combined with
those programs to find a stronger balance between each. The PASP, perhaps because it is still a
new program only in its fourth year of existence, has certain deficiencies which must be
strengthened and improved for the Institution to ensure it is fulfilling expectations set for
students who decide to apply for the program. Furthermore, and perhaps even more importantly
for the long-term success of integrating arts and STEM, this study contributes to the dearth of

ASSESSING THE PERFORMING ARTS EXPERIENCE

63

literature and research and provides a solid foundation for future studies on STEAM curriculum
in the higher education landscape. For example, prior known research on higher education
STEAM initiatives have not provided longitudinal data from which perceived success of a
performing arts program can be measured. By way of this study, and the PASP as well, arts
integrated with STEM on a higher education campus can be tracked more closely over time as
these participants continue their PASP experience and eventually graduate from RIT.
In addition, and in connection to the first qualitative question posed regarding the role
performing arts serves in students’ lives, this study strengthens the connection between the main
theory used to ground this research, the self-efficacy theory, and the higher education performing
arts experience of a student. When considering the first qualitative question surrounding the role
that performing arts serves in the participants’ lives, self-efficacy comes into play especially
when considering the promises made to students before they even set foot on campus at the
beginning of the semester. If RIT is unable to deliver on the promises made to and expectations
of its students, then, as the self-efficacy theory posits, students may disengage from the
experience. It will then become increasingly difficult to reconnect with students after they have
experienced decreased confidence in themselves and lost interest in the program.
Expectations versus reality
Despite reported frustrations, RIT students participating in the PASP are exceptionally
appreciative for the opportunity to continue their talents and passions in the performing arts.
Their responses to the researcher’s questions and strong perceptions on how the program is
evolving make this apparent. Furthermore, there was no question the researcher posed to which a
participant responded with “I don’t know” or any sense of neutral/mixed emotion. Rather, now
that they have gained a sense of the possibilities, these students appear to want more. They desire
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a stronger, more enhanced and engaging performing arts experience that is fully or more closely
integrated and aligned with their STEM degrees. Theatre Scholar 8 expressed this sentiment
stating, “As a whole, just performing arts at RIT is a very nice, wonderful, diverse ecosystem —
it's crazy to see people have all these different majors coming together and doing something they
love.” In describing what makes the performing arts ecosystem on campus truly unique, separate
from the PASP, Theatre Scholar 9 reflected on their a cappella group’s recent success at a
regional competition. RIT, a technology institution not historically or widely known to even have
a performing arts program, placed third at this national event. The group faced stiff competition
from other ensembles from colleges with conservatory-level music programs. The scholar noted
it is the passion, drive and diverse/inclusive makeup of students who all want to share in the
creative pursuit which is what sets the ecosystem apart from others (Theatre Scholar 9).
As for the expectations RIT sets, the impressions surrounding the PASP’s delivery on
promises made to scholars runs the gamut. Some students reported they did not have any
expectations heading into the program (Music Scholar 8) and others stated they share
information on the wonderful opportunity the program provides with everyone who is searching
for colleges or taking a campus tour (Production Scholar 1). The majority of focus group four
conveyed a sense of dissatisfaction with the PASP’s direction so far, stating it is a not a program
and simply an incentive-based scholarship. Though it is a new program and has been an
incredible tool in recruitment efforts for the institution with 1,385 Performing Arts Scholars over
four years, perhaps the bar should not be so high before scholars join the campus and explore the
possibilities themselves. RIT may want to consider if the strongest components and potential of
the performing arts experience on campus are not the areas currently showcased.
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It is not solely the opportunities of attending shows, taking music lessons, or participating
in productions that are important to scholars (though they are important). Instead, it is that the
performing arts components of the students’ educational experience are of the same value and
quality as their STEM degrees. Dance Scholar 2 shared that “being able to pursue performing
arts with the same kind of quality that I’m pursuing my education with is really special and
something that I really value.” Cobb Payton et al. (2017) confirmed this understanding through
their research noting, “Students indicated that rigor, stigma, enhanced problem-solving skills,
inter-disciplinary thinking, and increased diversity and inclusion opportunities characterize their
dance experiences” (p. 39).
Presently though, as the participants of this study shared, RIT is not elevating performing
arts to a seamlessly integrated, valued level. Rather, the Institution currently treats performing
arts more as an extracurricular support service (scholars feel it is anything but) —and the
scholars notice. Theatre Scholar 7 hinted at this sentiment, sharing, “I have never felt different
from a non-Performing Arts Scholarship student on campus in my ability to access certain
opportunities.” The inequality between the arts and STEM on campus raises the importance of
authenticity and intentionality when delivering an opportunity and service to any customer,
especially a student. Prior research confirms that deep learning and a fulfilling educational
experience, especially in the arts, cannot occur without students letting their guard down and
opening themselves to what can be a vulnerable experience (Dell’Erba, 2019). Performing arts
demands a sense of trust and purpose if one is to experience success. This feeling could not be
any more apparent in the stories of these scholars, and again connects back to the relevance of
the commitment-trust theory in grounding this study. To make more efficient use of its limited
resources, support, and time, it would be beneficial for RIT to find a way to incorporate students
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more in the processes behind these systems. This also offers an incredible learning experience
for the students, providing them with more practical hands-on experience they desperately want.
Seven of the participants shared their desire to experience training sessions on practical skillsets
that could be applied both to their performing arts experience as well as their core academic
degree programs.
To this end, Dell’Erba (2019) notes that STEAM education “focuses on the processes of
learning and problem solving” (p. 4) and not just the final goal, product, or performance in this
instance. To allow for these situations of trial and error and deep learning to occur, Dell’Erba
points out that it requires and ultimately creates “a safe place” (p. 3) where students feel
comfortable both physically and metaphorically. Furthermore, and matching the participants’
shared stories, STEAM learning “encourages students to think about content and concepts from
different points of view, using critical thinking skills to identify strengths and weaknesses of
alternative solutions” (Dell’Erba, 2019, p. 5). STEAM enhances convergent/divergent,
integrative thinking and decision-making skills –equally imperative in today’s highly complex
world filled with experiences and situations where one is never like the next (p. 3). As was
confirmed in this study by Theatre Scholar 4, it is less about the performing arts serving as an
outlet for stress relief and more important for them to use the arts to gain a fresh perspective on a
challenge or situation.
Connecting back to the self-efficacy theory, providing a fulfilling experience and not just
meeting but exceeding students’ expectations should be the PASP’s goal. Participants revealed
they will have a more rewarding time through exposure to clear and consistent communication,
equitable opportunities, hands-on/practical learning experiences, and access to proper resources,
and support. As a result, through providing an adequate combination of these factors, students
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will experience greater self-confidence and belief in themselves and their talents. They are then
more willing and interested in taking a proactive, engaged, and participatory approach, filled
with increased risks and challenges in the future if they feel they will again experience success
towards achieving their goals (Manorothkul, 2021, p. 6). This aligns with the findings of Huser
et al. (2020) who describe this phenomenon aptly, sharing “The arts give learners agency through
creative, challenge, and diverse instructional strategies. As a result, they become more engaged,
self-confident, and motivated about their learning experience.” (p. 7).
Institutions cannot simply insert art into the campus community and expect it to survive
though. The arts, like any other academic program or discipline, demand and deserve the support
and resources to stand on its own. Performing arts is a resource- and space-intensive program; if
it is not adequately supported, it will negatively impact the student experience and fall flat in
terms of the student experience and program success. Participant comments revealed students are
beginning to feel held back in their performing arts pursuits by the lack of resources, support,
and space on campus. Music Scholar 2 commented specifically about space, sharing “we’ve had
to scramble for locations, along with a bunch of other people and in our case, there’s been
nothing we could reserve because everyone’s using the couple big spaces.”
The benefits of adequately supporting such an initiative are too plentiful to ignore,
especially in a bureaucratic environment, as massive higher education organizations tend to be.
As Huser et al. (2020) note, the existence of a STEAM curriculum on a college campus does
more than just add an arts element to the community. It goes so far as to flatten and potentially
remove the silos and barriers between groups, departments, and individuals, encouraging
collaboration, connection, communication, and exploration that is nearly impossible to fully
achieve in an individual educational unit on a college campus (p. 6). This is accomplished by
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way of the transdisciplinary nature of performing arts —for example, at RIT, music is composed
and combined with a video game project to enhance the experience, theatre has proven beneficial
for students seeking to improve their public speaking and presentation skills, and dance is
explored through motion capture technology to understand how humans move and the digital
realm can become more lifelike.
Cobb Payton et al. (2017) highlight restrictions encountered on a college campus which
are a natural biproduct of their hierarchical structures, sharing, “Current silos within higher
education models do not best serve the agility needed for current and future students to leverage
and grow STEAM skills” (p. 44). RIT, as an institution comprised of nine colleges on its campus
each with its own administrative departments, is no different. Many faculty, staff, and students
often complain of the silos and barriers they encounter when trying to accomplish a new
initiative, course, and even simply in communication. It frequently appears as though the left
hand does not know what the right hand is doing. Through STEAM education, these barriers and
silos can be broken down to create a flatter more integrated structure which will then support a
rewarding and successful experience for its students. Engaging in the performing arts during
college and learning how to communicate and collaborate effectively with students both in
similar and different fields of study will strengthen skills for an individual’s future success
(Dell’Erba, 2019, pp. 3-4). Furthermore, these skillsets gained through the performing arts in
college can be applied to lives in general and beyond college years; especially in today’s fast
paced, ever changing technological world, which is filled with blurred/complex boundaries,
disciplines, industries, and relationships.
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STEM and Arts
The results of this study confirmed key findings of the limited existing research on STEM
and arts in higher education through participants’ shared experiences. For example, and as Huser
et al. (2020) posit, “STEAM education empowers and immerses students and educators in
inquiry, dialogue, problem-solving, and experiential learning that deepens understanding of all
fields in their educational experience” (p. 3). It is evident that students at RIT agree with this
sentiment too, particularly as demonstrated by their interest in further blurring the boundaries
between their STEM education and experiences in the performing arts. Theatre Scholar 8
commented on the importance of “mixing the ability to use creative expression with the more
technical side of things.” Many went so far as to note that an ability to integrate their preferred
two fields of study was a main reason in their decision to attend the institution, sharing “RIT
stood out because it had the mix of the arts and tech” (Theatre Scholar 8). So, the challenge then
becomes pinpointing how can RIT push this concept further —by blurring the boundaries
between STEM and art even more and integrating the two to make this a full STEAM initiative.
Production Scholar 1 suggested,
“It would honestly be more helpful if, like, STEM majors have more access to
like fine art classes and things like that. That's kind of a tangential point that’s,
you know, removed from performing arts, but I think if we want to claim to be
you know, science, technology, engineering, arts, and math, then there might need
to be more options for students in the STEM majors to include that somewhere in
their curriculum.”
It was intriguing to learn from the participants’ responses that at present, RIT seems to be
simply pursuing a path in arts integration (Huser et al., 2020, p. 4) –when arts and STEM coexist,

ASSESSING THE PERFORMING ARTS EXPERIENCE

70

but STEM takes precedence over the other. As Production Scholar 1 indicated, the next logical
step is to provide a pathway to participation for those who are not currently or directly
participating in the arts. RIT must encourage and enable non-scholars to enroll in fine and
performing arts courses, and vice versa for students in performing arts to collaborate with those
in other fields. Right now, the existing structures and barriers between colleges on campus
prevent this from happening in a seamless manner. In addition, the PASP is an opportunity only
available to first-year and transfer students. As was raised as an “awkward” (Theatre Scholar 9)
point in two of the four focus groups, students who are in their second, third, or fourth years, or
even those who simply missed the invitation to apply, are out of luck. To this end, the PASP may
be acting as a barrier to entry, especially for students who may not have engaged in performing
arts in the past but learn of it later in their college careers and want to participate. Another matter
that arose in the focus groups was that existing scholars do not understand why the Institution
might prevent other non-scholars from joining the program, thus missing out on the
opportunities, encouragement, and inspiration it provides. Rather than creating additional
barriers for participation, and as Huser et al. (2020) also suggest, STEAM education should be
considered as an active “feedback loop” (p. 5). This allows participants and respective fields to
join forces continuously and concurrently with others on a repeat basis with purpose and
reflection (p. 5). The information gleaned and lessons learned from this iterative, cyclical, and
living process can then inform future attempts to seamlessly interweave these areas of education.
At this juncture, it is also important to consider where RIT and the PASP currently fit on
the axis of the “Instrumental and pedagogical rhetorics of STEAM,” as introduced by Mejias et
al. (2019). Three years ago, prior to the introduction of the PASP, RIT was in a position of being
“one-sided instrumental and non-pedagogical” (Mejas et al., 2021, p. 219). The performing arts
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existed on the RIT campus, but with little to no connection to the colleges offering STEM degree
programs. Now, however, with the introduction of the PASP and other initiatives implemented
across the campus, RIT is in an interesting place, bridging the gap between the “mutually
instrumental and non-pedagogical” and “one-sided instrumental and pedagogical” rhetorics (pp.
220-223). Based on the students’ impressions as gleaned from the focus groups, it was
discovered that: a) Students do not consider STEAM education within these strict parameters;
they consider it in more hybrid terms; and b) The scholars are seeking a comfortable and
equitable balance between the two.
This points to the scholars’ desire and what should be RIT’s long-term goal of moving
towards a “mutually instrumental and pedagogical” rhetoric. Here, “a mutually instrumental
approach frames all disciplines as equal and in dialogic conversation” (Mejas et al., 2021, p.
218), pushing the integration of arts and technology beyond simply STEAM and creating a
transdisciplinary existence on higher education campuses. In this context, STEAM education can
be considered on more of a continuum rather than how it exists in its present form on the RIT
campus. Currently at RIT, for example, there are frequently two or more units that may come
together to accomplish one project. Once the project is deemed complete, the units retreat to their
existing silos to continue work independent of each other without any promise of future follow
up or continuation of the progress/goals established.
This also suggests the STEAM designation may be too limiting and rigid for the scholars
altogether. Perhaps there something beyond and more enhanced or fluid than strictly STEAM
that RIT can conceive of through the PASP. As Cobb Payton et al. (2017) discovered, the results
here highlight the lingering “challenge to consider and restructure what it means to be a STEAM
versus a STEM+arts student” (p. 45). The same challenge has presented itself through the
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perspectives of these participants as well. Based on these focus groups with Performing Arts
Scholars, the establishment and designation of STEAM is much less critical than facilitating
students’ abilities to experiment between various skills and disciplines seamlessly without
borders or limitations.
This study highlights how students engaged in a dedicated performing arts program at a
STEM-based institution experience the Institution’s efforts at integrating arts and STEM. The
results from the focus groups revealed that students appreciate the recognition of being a
Performing Arts Scholar, though it is much less important to them than the richness of
opportunities that exist within the campus environment. The participants seek a diverse array of
performing arts opportunities offered in an equitable and balanced manner. In addition, the
participants are interested in connecting and collaborating with each other, learning about each
other’s interests, and building a performing arts community that is above and beyond any tuitionbased incentive of engaging in the performing arts on campus. It is apparent from these findings
that a student’s first-hand experience greatly impacts their commitment to the program and their
willingness to fully engage themselves in the opportunities presented. The study found that
students wish to blur their academic degree programs and personal, extracurricular lives more
fully, as they do not see the two as autonomous existences. While the information uncovered
through the focus groups conducted with Performing Arts Scholars at RIT provided some
answers to the qualitative questions explored in this study and confirmed certain findings of prior
literature, the researcher was left with further questions for consideration based the limitations of
the scope of this study. However, these findings also pave the way for future exploration into the
intersection of arts and technology in higher education.
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Limitations and Recommendations for Further Research
The first limitation of this study is that it was conducted by a sole researcher with a
limited budget and scope of time. As previously noted, research surrounding STEAM at the
higher education level only scratches the surface –mainly as STEAM in higher education is an
incredibly broad yet still newly developing area of interest, education, and practice. The research
in this area could and should be explored further by a team of researchers who can delve fully
into various elements and areas of STEAM education, including not just performing arts but
perspectives from the STEM fields. At the present, there seems to be a lack of cross-campus
clarity and buy-in surrounding the strategic initiative to strengthen the performing arts
experience at RIT. Participants indicated their advisors rarely knew they were Performing Arts
Scholars or what students had to complete to fulfill their requirements. By gaining a better
understanding of where the fields outside of performing arts fit in with this initiative, the
Institution can form a more comprehensive path towards integrating arts and STEM.
Furthermore, longitudinal studies surrounding the success and outcomes of Performing Arts
Scholars and the PASP overall would prove important for other institutions to learn how the
initiatives and decisions implemented at RIT impact the success of the program. A mixed
methods study would be beneficial in this area as well to test the assumptions and conclusions
reached through these focus groups against the larger population of approximately 951 scholars
as of the end of the spring 2022 semester (and 1,385 total as of the fall 2022 semester).
A second limitation to this study is that there is very little known prior research on
STEAM education at the higher education level for the researcher to base the theoretical
framework on as well as to frame potential and impactful research and focus group questions.
There is ample existing literature detailing the importance of STEAM education, and a robust
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arts education at the K-12 grade levels, though more longitudinal research must be conducted to
examine how the PASP stacks up against other efforts to integrate arts and STEM in higher
education. In addition, past studies have been conducted, but very few with students currently
participating in STEAM programs at the university level. This is a glaring deficiency as those
pushing the STEAM path forward must gain clear understandings of the impacts on student
experiences and success. It is tempting, if not easy, for faculty, staff, and administrators to make
decisions in a vacuum but unless those decisions are informed by actual data (by way of
impressions and stories) collected directly from students, the programs and curricula will not be
authentic or genuine.
A third limitation, which is also an opportunity as the program is in an exciting position
to shape the future of performing arts at RIT, is the PASP is only in its third year of existence at
the time of the focus groups. As such, the researcher was not able to interview any alumni (as
none existed during the research) to inquire as to how the PASP contributed to their higher
education experience and/or how it aided them in becoming stronger job candidates in the
rapidly changing, technologically reliant workforce of the 21st century. Cobb Payton et al. (2017)
indicated there is much to learn from alumni of a program, noting, “The alumni consistently
reflected on the problem-solving approaches in their majors in comparison to dance, and the
rigor associated with both” (p. 44). One area of STEAM education which can certainly be
expanded upon in future studies is the impact of experiential learning opportunities and hands-on
experience and how that relates to both STEAM education and students’ success at obtaining
post-degree employment. As Music Scholar 7 commented regarding the importance of alumni
when developing a strong program,
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“I know a kid who's trying to [pursue] theatre arts and one of the big
things he is trying to do is to get in contact with alumni to try and get into these
opportunities. If we extend it to keeping alumni in the loop as well, that would be
a really good thing for students here on campus as well, as students who are
graduating try to get into these disciplines.”
It is evident from this study’s focus group sessions that one of the most important aspects
of the performing arts experience for participants is the ability to receive hands-on training in
different areas and skillsets. These skills can complement and be complemented by their STEM
education. Finally, given that RIT does not have a performing arts major, it would be interesting
to conduct follow up studies in two, five, and ten years into the future to determine how a degree
program (if one is established) may impact the dynamic of the performing arts ecosystem on
campus and in hindsight, the importance of establishing the PASP. As Cobb Payton et al. (2017)
learned from participants in their study, students “felt that a dance major would be too restrictive
and limit the diversity, inclusion and the participation of students who could engage in the
curriculum” (p. 43). Findings from this study indicate a similar sentiment. However, degree
programs come with increased funding, support, and resources. In addition, there is a mentality
that without a degree program, a performing arts department may be viewed as ‘less-than’
compared to other units on campus and at peer institutions. Participants consistently identified
themselves as STEM students rather than as performing arts students, which they are. As such,
there are restrictions to their performing arts involvement such as limited credit hours, required
co-ops, and a general sense of “how rigorous the entire RIT curriculum is no matter what major
you are” (Music Scholar 1). Further research should be conducted to confirm if the two (PASP
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and performing arts degrees) can coexist in a mutually beneficial manner to eliminate some of
these barriers –or if one detracts from the other.
Recommendations for practice
It is evident RIT must establish, facilitate, and nurture the importance of community,
connection, and collaboration within the PASP but more importantly between the program and
other groups on campus. Right now, the PASP acts, in a way, as a barrier to entry for the entire
performing arts ecosystem on campus to come together towards establishing a STEAM agenda.
The participants reported that they wish to have more social events open to all at which they can
learn about each other’s backgrounds and interests and form collaborations. As Theatre Scholar 8
revealed, once engaged in specific performing arts opportunities on campus, there is minimal to
no discussion surrounding the scholarship (who has one and how much they received). Scholars
do not understand why there is so much separation between groups or why they are identified by
their discipline and confined to certain boundaries of the PASP. Participants are also unclear of
what opportunities allow them to fulfill their one requirement to engage in the performing arts.
They would appreciate a more free-flowing structure that allows them to dabble in a variety of
areas in the performing arts. Music Scholar 8 noted that they enjoy “trying anything” and their
ability to do so is a main reason they chose RIT. They shared “it is comforting that everyone in
performing arts does have other interests because there aren't these majors at RIT, and you get to
do these things without feeling intimidated.”
A recommendation that arose organically from participants across two of the focus
groups, and one that might help forge this sense of community, is a student
ambassador/mentorship program. Student leadership, the participants feel, will help address
communication issues between the scholars, faculty mentors, and administration and will provide
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incoming students with first-hand guidance from other individuals who have entered the same
program. Focus group participants shared that most of the time when they have a question or
need information, they rely on club leaders and upperclassmen for guidance instead of their
coaches. Music Scholar 6 shared that “the community is a strength, but it would create a greater
sense of community having that student leader to bring us together”
Music Scholar 7 built off this sentiment reporting that it is much easier to communicate
and relate to someone who is the same age and has a similar understanding. As Huser et al.
(2020) posit, the arts are a unique field in that they encourage and enable students to connect,
partner, and explore with other individuals (students). However, given the highly collaborative
nature of the arts, participants will also rely on many connection and access points to get
involved, solve their challenges, and discover new insight into how they approach a problem (p.
8). Providing these mechanisms for students to resolve their challenges and collaborate is
paramount.
These too are important lessons for other universities looking to establish a STEAM
curriculum. Without a strong sense of community, clear awareness and consistent
communication surrounding the options, and a belief in why the institution is pursuing a STEAM
agenda, any university will face an uphill battle in engaging and retaining performing arts
students. Universities must make it easy for students to engage in the performing arts, form
bonds with one another, and enable the integration of STEAM by empowering them to bring
lessons learned through the arts back to their STEM degree programs. These support
mechanisms will only enhance the “feedback loop in which each [discipline] simultaneously
affects the other” (Huser et al., 2020, p. 5).
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Secondly, RIT and any institution delving into STEAM for that matter, must raise
awareness and clarity surrounding the mission and importance of STEAM. At RIT, much of the
rest of the Institution does not fully know about this program, the opportunities and offerings in
performing arts, or how performing arts can contribute to their programs. Participants appreciate
the focus that RIT is putting on performing arts on campus but feel more can be done to raise its
profile to the same level as other opportunities. Regarding RIT adopting a full STEAM agenda,
Music Scholar 2 shared "we're getting there but we're not quite there yet and there's definitely
some stuff that could be better about it.” They went on to share that “I see a lot of advertising
within the performing arts community but outside of it, it's just kind of like a general flyer or
something –it'd be nicer to have more of like you know the school announcement letter or some
broader recognition.” Performing arts should be broadcasted at an institutional level so "that
way, it kind of [feels] like it is more of a recognized part of the university and not just a side
program that's kind of going on over there” (Music Scholar 2).
While a Technology, Art, and Design committee exists on campus, their mission and
accessibility are not well known by students. The Institution could greatly benefit from the
development of a campus-wide coalition to inform and nurture the importance of STEAM. Like
any institution, silos and barriers are prevalent on the RIT campus. As such, it is more important
than ever to gain buy-in and confidence in STEAM especially when a general awareness of the
importance and concepts of the STEAM agenda are lacking. Huser et al. (2020) suggest “A
cohesive, school-wide STEAM curriculum must be guided by a collaborative team of teachers,
administrators, and other stakeholders well-versed in the multiple disciplines involved” (p. 14).
They go on to note, “Administrators and other stakeholders have a responsibility to inform and
support teachers in their efforts to provide pedagogy from a STEAM perspective.” (p. 14).
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Further to this, and perhaps more broadly, a more common understanding of what STEAM
education in fact is, must be established. As Dell’Erba (2019) notes about data captured from
participants in her research, there was “a lack of a shared definition and understanding of what
STEAM education is, how it can be used effectively, how it differs from STEM and arts
education, and the unique value that the arts bring to STEM learning” (p. 7). Only once a
common ground is established about the meaning and purpose of STEAM and an understanding
of how it can benefit all, will higher education institutions successfully forge a clear path
forward.
RIT must establish mechanisms to exchange information with scholars and find a way for
its scholars to effectively communicate and network with each other as well. PASP currently
uses a platform called CampusGroups to engage with scholars. This platform was implemented
the first year of the PASP out of necessity. It has served the program well, but there are
limitations. For example, scholars can post on a general message board (like a Facebook wall) to
share news and broadcast opportunities amongst themselves, but the contacts/members are only
accessible to the administrators. Students cannot view who is involved in what and who is
assigned to each discipline. The researcher has proposed the creation of a mobile app to serve
both as an operational resource/tool (to request practice space, instruments, etc.) but also to
alleviate the communication and information issues. It could serve as a forum for students to
network and communicate, and provide a database of information, including a calendar of events
with opportunities, performances, and socials both on and off campus. In addition, the app would
provide two-way communication, enabling the collection of ideas, learning in a meaningful way
and hopefully, lesson the general feeling that the PASP shares content in a one-way direction.
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This study’s participants want to engage with each other and in the process; RIT must make
collaboration and communication smooth.
Linked to the issue of communication is centralization, as at the moment, there is no
central location for performing arts at RIT. The PASP and School of Performing Arts at RIT,
must have a home base of operations for students to find performing arts at RIT –to have their
questions answered, request assistance, and gain a sense of where/what/who the performing arts
ecosystem is supported by. The performing arts is naturally a space and resource-demanding
field. There must be proper areas to conduct lessons, rehearsals, performances complete with
adequate sound abatement. With the rapid expansion of the performing arts at RIT, space is often
identified as the number one challenge between faculty and staff. At an institution such as RIT
that is untraditional in many respects, perhaps this does not mean a large concert hall, but rather,
more areas to enable collaboration, experimentation, and to get the most out of the creative
process with each other for the benefit of the students. STEAM education demands rooms and
areas that support the nature of the STEAM mission. These include plug and play
experimentation rooms, adequate practice and rehearsal facilities, and proper access to
equipment and instruments. Most pressing is the need for large open areas for scholars to gather
with the larger community to create and bond.
In the future, RIT must develop a strong experiential learning program which
demonstrates the importance of performing arts skillsets when addressing challenges in today’s
ever-changing global industries. These practical experiences include cooperative learning
opportunities, internships, study abroad programs, and other immersive experiences for students.
As detailed in the literature review, and confirmed by the participants’ suggested areas of focus,
these types of experiences are at the heart of and support the performing arts experience.
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Concurrently, and perhaps immediately, RIT must implement a robust longitudinal assessment
plan (informal and formal) to constantly survey the success of the program and the value it
brings to the students’ educational and personal experience on campus. Huser et al. (2020)
wisely point out that a standards-based assessment must be established. This is to gauge if the
arts are being embedded into the educational aspects across the entire institution in a manner that
is interdisciplinary and are in fact strengthening impact on the students’ experiences and success
throughout their time on campus and post-degree (p. 15). In addition, as the participants in focus
group four homed in on, there must be more connection between students’ academic coursework
and performing arts experiences, with priority access for enrolling in courses and recognition by
academic advisors for students’ performing arts interests. This is for both students in the PASP
and students who have no experience in the performing arts to date. The arts are not an
exclusive, elite club that only a select few can participate in –the arts impact everyone on an
innate human level (Manorothkul, 2021, p. 4).
For other institutions currently or potentially exploring a similar path towards integrating
the arts and STEM fields to create STEAM, the results of this study point to two key
recommendations. First, core support systems and mechanisms to deliver on promises and
opportunities must be established before the initiative is rolled out. Or, at the very least, plans
must be made for these structures to exist within a reasonable amount of time. Participants
expressed frustration over the Institution continuously falling back on the PASP being a new
program without any clear timeline for when the identified gaps would improve. Second, other
institutions seeking to pursue a STEAM initiative would be wise to first establish a coalition of
key partners across their campus to ensure all units are clear on set priorities to attempt to avoid
both duplication in efforts and resources as well as establish a team to drive the initiative
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forward. Theatre Scholar 8 revealed there is a sense in the PASP that the program is “making it
up as they go, so we [scholars] kind of feel like we’re part of that class of people who are setting
precedents, because again we don’t really know what’s happening.”
Conclusion
Questions remain surrounding what is next for RIT and how it and similar institutions can
move STEAM education beyond simply arts integration (Huser et al., 2020, p. 4). Higher
education universities seeking to seamlessly integrate arts and STEM are in a unique position;
the challenge is to create an opportunity for students while still paving the way forward without
complete information surrounding what it in fact means to be STEAM. As Cobb Payton et al.
(2017) conclude, “Given the lack of studies in the STEM and higher education domain, there is
an opportunity to generate new data that may inform future research” (p. 41). However, results
gained from this study highlight a few key options for the PASP to improve the service provided
to students and inform RIT as to how it can use the program to resolve certain tensions between
arts and STEM.
It is clear from this study and the passion demonstrated by these participants that there is
a strong demand for a performing-arts-infused educational experience. In today’s everchanging
and highly competitive digital landscape, the importance of a STEAM education is real. STEAM
provides an opportunity for students to gain a more well-rounded set of skills and thought
patterns, with creative and inclusive mindsets. It pushes them to think differently about every
situation they encounter. Similar to the findings of Cobb Payton et al. (2017), RIT students “view
the arts/dance as a critical mechanism to support institutional diversity and inclusion theme” (p.
43). It is not so much what is on the surface, but what lies beneath that makes it a rich,
rewarding, and inclusive experience.
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One of the most intriguing takeaways from examining the PASP and performing arts
ecosystem at RIT is that the community’s components —the clubs, performances, workshops,
and opportunities within the ecosystem at the Institution— are where the value and learning
actually exist. For RIT to effectively become a STEAM-based institution, the performing arts
must be viewed less as an extracurricular support service and integrated more fully into the
curriculum. RIT is heading in the right direction, though academic units must continue to forge
partnerships across campus by way of transdisciplinary curricular development and collaborative
projects. While RIT has made great strides towards this end, partially out of necessity due to the
COVID-19 pandemic and primarily due to an influx of performing arts students, efforts must be
genuine and intentional. In addition, RIT must support these efforts from top to bottom; it cannot
simply be the mission of a select few individuals or groups, or RIT using its existing position as
a leader in STEM education and “slapping some art on it” (Music Scholar 1).
This study supports the notion that students will find a way to participate in performing
arts regardless of the PASP, or any program, mainly because they do not need an incentive to
engage in the arts. It is who they are on the most basic level. They will get together to share their
works, ideas, and opportunities and collaborate towards achieving something greater than their
contributions are on an individual level regardless of any program. The PASP itself presents a
logical way to resolve tensions between arts and STEM –it too highlights that the two cannot
only coexist peacefully but join forces to create something better and stronger than either is on its
own.
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Appendix G: Code Book
Expression
Destresser
Opportunity
Access
Quality
Collaboration
Experimentation
Accessibility
Conflicts
Facilitation
Priority
Flexibility
Diversity of opportunities
Support
Communication
Connectivity
Clarity
Stipend
Balance
Academic rigor
Forum/mechanism
Coach communication
Student mentorship
Networking
Calendar listing
Connection
Resources
Tension
Silos
Training
Building off each other
Plug and play space
Quiet rehearsal rooms
Unique environment
Space
Awareness
Word of mouth
Diversity and inclusivity
Combination
Support systems
Intersection/integration of
arts and technology
Recognition
Regardless factor

Open jam
T Shaped Knowledge
New perspectives and
ways of thinking
Adds to campus climate
Community
Relationships
Bringing people together
Environment/ecosystem
Intro classes
Involvement
Equitable opportunities
Setting expectations
Mechanism for collecting
diverse ideas
Togetherness
Alumni
Jobs
Listening and learning
from students
Delayed
acceptance/internal
admits
Contribution
Scheduling
Outlet
Variety
Orientation
Socials
Receptive to feedback
Blending and blurring of
lines
Forum to meet other
scholars
Systems in place
Diverse and equitable
opportunities
Proposals from scholars;
voting system
Events listing
Experiment
Hard to experiment in a
divided community
Training in practical skills

Decision making
Streamlined
communication
Point of reference; forum
for events and networking
Opt-in emails
Interdisciplinarity
New program
Organization
Payment factor
Incentive/encouragement
for involvement
Continuation of passion
and talent
Plugging own activities
Exploration
Experimentation “zone”
Role of coach
Consistency
Community building
events
Intimidation
Fostering community
Flat and interconnected
community
Welcoming
Vagueness
Connection to academics
Listen and receive
feedback from students
Academic impact
Meaningful
communication
Inspiring
Tension between
arts/stem
Tension between
clubs/PAS/academics
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